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• Approximately 94% of all pro-BLM demonstrations have been peaceful, with 6% involving reports of violence,
clashes with police, vandalism, looting, or other destructive activity.

• In the remaining 6%, it is not clear who instigated the violent or destructive activity. While some cases of 
violence or looting have been provoked by demonstrators, other events have escalated as a result of ag-
gressive government action, intervention from right-wing groups or individual assailants, and car-ram-
ming attacks.

• In contrast, demonstrations involving right-wing militias or militant social movements have turned violent or 
destructive over twice as often, or nearly 14% of the time.

Police have taken a heavy-handed, militarized approach to the movement, escalating tensions.
• Authorities are three times more likely to intervene in pro-BLM demonstrations than they are in other demon-

strations.
• When intervening, they are more likely to use force against pro-BLM demonstrators: 52% of the time,

compared to 26% of the time against all other demonstrators.
• These trends hold whether demonstrations have remained peaceful or not: authorities have engaged non-vio-

lent protests associated with BLM more than twice as often as other types of non-violent protests.
• When intervening, authorities have used force 37% of the time against peaceful pro-BLM protesters,

compared to under 20% of the time against other peaceful protesters.

When right-wing militias and militant social movements engage with pro-BLM demonstrators, the risk of violence 
increases.

• At least 38 distinct, named far-right groups have engaged directly with pro-BLM demonstrators.
• Approximately 26% of these demonstrations have turned violent or destructive.

Pro-BLM protests have frequently involved counter-demonstrators, with over 750 counter-demonstrations na-
tionwide.

• The ‘Back the Blue’ movement has played a key role in the right-wing response to BLM, organizing count-
er-demonstrations as well as holding independent rallies in support of the police.

• Nearly two-thirds of all ‘Back the Blue’ demonstrations are one-sided events, with no intervention
by authorities. The lack of government engagement in pro-police demonstrations underlines a vast
discrepancy in police response: 2% of pro-police demonstrations have been met with law enforcement

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

On 25 May 2020, Minneapolis police killed George Floyd, an unarmed Black man, sparking a massive wave of protests 
across the United States. According to new ACLED data, which are now updated from the start of last year to the present, 
more than 11,000 demonstrations associated with the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement have been reported in nearly 
3,000 distinct locations all around the country. While the vast majority have remained peaceful, they have faced violent 
intervention from the far right, as well as a disproportionately heavy-handed crackdown by law enforcement. Although 
demonstration rates have declined significantly since the heights of summer 2020, events have continued well into 2021, 
recently rising again around new cases of police brutality and the conviction of former police officer Derek Chauvin for 
Floyd’s murder. Opponents of the movement have seized the moment to introduce over 100 “anti-protest” bills in over 
30 states, with new legislation increasing the penalties for protesting and even granting immunity for drivers who strike 
demonstrators with their vehicles.

Now with comprehensive data coverage of the past year of unrest, this report builds on initial research published in 
September 2020 in the wake of the first round of demonstrations. It maps the protest movement through the beginning 
of 2021, examines how it has intersected with far-right extremism, and unpacks the aggressive government response in 
the year since Floyd’s death. 

Key Findings 

The BLM movement has remained overwhelmingly non-violent.
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https://acleddata.com/research-hub-united-states/
https://acleddata.com/2021/04/30/fact-sheet-anti-protest-legislation-and-demonstration-activity-in-the-us/
https://acleddata.com/2021/02/05/us-crisis-monitor-releases-full-data-for-2020/
https://acleddata.com/2020/09/03/demonstrations-political-violence-in-america-new-data-for-summer-2020/
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intervention, relative to over 9% of pro-BLM demonstrations.
The BLM movement has also faced attacks by individual perpetrators, including a wave of car rammings target-
ing demonstrators.

• Car rammings are eight times more common at demonstrations associated with the BLM movement than at 
other types of demonstrations, with incidents reported at nearly 1% of all BLM-related events.

• The vast majority — 73% — of all BLM-related demonstrations that faced car-ramming attacks were peaceful.

Despite these trends, lawmakers in more than 30 states have introduced or enacted new “anti-protest” bills that 
restrict the right to free assembly or expand legal protections for drivers involved in car-ramming incidents.

• Although officials have cited instances of protest violence to justify this new legislative push, ACLED data show 
that, on average, the states pursuing these laws have the same rate of peaceful protests as states that have not
pursued such legislation, meaning that violent demonstrations do not feature more prominently in the former 
than the latter.

• New legal cover for individuals involved in car-ramming incidents — which disproportionately take place at
peaceful protests — raises the risk that attacks on non-violent demonstrators will only increase.

BLM-related demonstrations are beginning to resurge and expand geographically.
• In April 2021, over 500 pro-BLM demonstrations were reported around the country — more than in any month

since September of last year.
• Even as 95% of all pro-BLM demonstrations since the start of this year have been non-violent, 41% of Americans

remain opposed to the movement (Civiqs, 18 May 2021), meaning that disagreement and disinformation around
its core goals will likely continue to fuel tension.

https://civiqs.com/results/black_lives_matter?annotations=true&uncertainty=true&zoomIn=true


ACLED ANALYSIS  |  ACLEDDATA.COM  | 3

A
N

A
LY

S
IS

INTRODUCTION 

A Year of Racial Justice Protests: Key Trends in 
Demonstrations Supporting the BLM Movement

Dr. Roudabeh Kishi, Hampton Stall, Aaron Wolfson, and Sam Jones

On 25 May 2020, Minneapolis police killed George Floyd, an unarmed Black man, sparking a massive wave of protests 
across the United States. Demonstrations against police brutality and in support of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) move-
ment quickly spread to every state in the country, with some estimates placing it among the largest mass mobilizations 
in American history (New York Times, 6 June 2020). In sheer number of events, it was undoubtedly the largest protest 
movement of 2020, leading the United States to register more demonstrations than any other country in the world.

A year since Floyd’s killing, how have the protests — and the backlash against the movement — evolved?

According to new ACLED data, which are now updated from the start of 2020 to the present,1  more than 11,000 demon-
strations associated with the BLM movement have been reported in nearly 3,000 distinct locations all around the coun-
try. While the vast majority have remained peaceful, they have faced violent intervention from the far right, as well 
as a disproportionately heavy-handed crackdown by law enforcement. Although demonstration rates have declined 
significantly since the heights of summer 2020, events have continued well into 2021, recently rising again around new 
cases of police brutality and the conviction of former police officer Derek Chauvin for Floyd’s murder (see graph on the 
following page). Opponents of the movement have seized the moment to introduce over 100 “anti-protest” bills in over 
30 states, with new legislation increasing the penalties for protesting and even granting immunity for drivers who strike 
demonstrators with their vehicles (PEN America, 13 May 2021). 

Now with comprehensive data coverage of the past year of unrest, this report builds on initial research published in 
September 2020 in the wake of the first round of demonstrations. It maps the protest movement through the beginning 
of 2021, examines how it has intersected with far-right extremism, and unpacks the aggressive government response 
over the course of the year since Floyd’s death. 

ACLED coverage of the United States began in July 2020 as part of the US Crisis Monitor project, in partnership with the 
Bridging Divides Initiative at Princeton University.2 Once a full year of coverage was achieved, US data were added to the 
main ACLED dataset, and the project came to a close. Real-time coverage of the US continues as part of ACLED’s standard 
data collection program with publicly accessible data published weekly.3 

1. ACLED data are collected in real time, updated weekly; this report analyzes data from January 2020 through April 2021.
2. A report published in September 2020 initially explored trends in demonstration and political violence patterns during the summer of 2020, including demonstra-
tions associated with the BLM movement. Over time, ACLED’s temporal coverage has expanded, allowing for deep dives into other trends: before the election, in 
October 2020, a joint report in partnership with MilitiaWatch explored the role of right-wing militia groups around the US election. In the aftermath of the election, 
a report examined the future of the ‘Stop the Steal’ movement as well as post-election trajectories for right-wing mobilization in the US. Earlier this year in March, a 
report explored the COVID-19 crisis and how it has exacerbated existing inequalities and political faultlines in the US, contributing to a surge of unrest throughout 
the country.
3. Visit ACLED’s US Research Hub to access the full dataset, additional reports and analysis, methodology resources, and an interactive dashboard mapping the 
latest data.

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html
https://acleddata.com/2021/03/18/acled-2020-the-year-in-review/
https://pen.org/closing-ranks-state-legislators-deepen-assaults-on-the-right-to-protest/
https://acleddata.com/2021/02/05/us-crisis-monitor-releases-full-data-for-2020/
https://acleddata.com/2020/09/03/demonstrations-political-violence-in-america-new-data-for-summer-2020/
https://acleddata.com/special-projects/us-crisis-monitor/
https://bridgingdivides.princeton.edu/
https://acleddata.com/2020/09/03/demonstrations-political-violence-in-america-new-data-for-summer-2020/
https://acleddata.com/2020/10/21/standing-by-militias-election/
https://acleddata.com/2020/12/10/the-future-of-stop-the-steal-post-election-trajectories-for-right-wing-mobilization-in-the-us/
https://acleddata.com/research-hub-united-states/
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ACLED data show that the overwhelming majority of demonstrations associated with the BLM movement have been 
non-violent. Approximately 94% of all pro-BLM demonstrations have been peaceful, with 6% involving reports of 
violence, clashes with police, vandalism, looting, or other destructive activity. In the remaining 6%, it is not clear who 
instigated the violent or destructive activity.4 While some cases of violence or looting have been provoked by 
demonstrators, other events have escalated as a result of aggressive police action, intervention from right-wing 
armed groups, and individual car-ramming attacks (see next section). In contrast to the BLM movement, 
demonstrations involving right-wing militias or militant social movements (MSMs) — such as the Proud Boys, Oath 
Keepers, or the Three Percenters, among others — have turned violent or destructive over twice as often, or nearly 
14% of the time (see graph on the following page). 
Initial surveys of American adults pointed to widespread support for the BLM movement across racial and political 
lines. According to a Pew survey, 67% of all adults — including 60% of white Americans, 86% of Black Americans, and 
40% of Republicans — surveyed between 4 June and 10 June 2020, during the immediate aftermath of Floyd’s killing, 
supported the movement (Pew Research, 12 June 2020). Yet public approval waned over the ensuing months. By 
September 2020, support dropped to 55% of all adults, with less than half of white Americans and 19% of 
Republicans supporting the movement. Only among Black Americans did support increase, by 1% (Pew Research, 16 
September 2020). 

Reports indicate that the decline in support, especially among Republicans, was linked to a right-wing campaign to 

4. ACLED aims to code the most objective aspects of conflict and protest reporting, while limiting the more subjective aspects. The latter aspects — such as ‘who 
threw the first punch,’ for example — can be the most biased components of reporting. Limiting to the objective aspects — e.g. what occurred, who was there, 
where did it occur, when did it occur, was there any report of violence or destructive activity — allows for greater reliability of the data. This means, however, that 
it is not possible to determine who initiated the violence or destructive activity that might have happened at a demonstration using the variables that ACLED 
codes. When this information is available, it is included in the ‘Notes’ column of events. Users can review the ‘Notes’ to parse out such distinctions in certain 
events, but should remain cognizant of the fact that reporting on this point is often incomplete, and aware of possible bias in such reporting when included given 
its subjective nature.

DEMONSTRATIONS AND DISINFORMATION

https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2020/06/12/amid-protests-majorities-across-racial-and-ethnic-groups-express-support-for-the-black-lives-matter-movement/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/09/16/support-for-black-lives-matter-has-decreased-since-june-but-remains-strong-among-black-americans/
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amplify destructive behavior on the fringes of demonstrations associated with the movement, and to paint BLM as 
centrally organized, violent, and dangerous (Intercept, 13 May 2021). This campaign appeared to have a clear effect on 
public opinion: the perception that the movement was predominantly destructive actually increased despite the pro-
portion of demonstrations involving violent activity decreasing since the initial burst of unrest immediately following 
Floyd’s killing. From 25 May to 4 June 2020, when the first Pew survey was conducted, ACLED data show that 89% of all 
demonstrations associated with BLM had been non-violent. However, between 4 June and 8 September 2020, when the 
second Pew survey was conducted and found a significant drop in support, ACLED data show that more than 96% of all 
demonstrations associated with the movement were non-violent (see graph on the following page). In short, support for 
the movement declined considerably despite a significant increase in the proportion of peaceful events.

The push to portray the demonstrations as inherently violent and more dangerous than other social movements be-
came a defining position for the Republican Party and a major talking point in the reelection campaign of then-Pres-
ident Donald Trump. Although the US Office of Special Counsel determined the BLM movement was apolitical in July 
2020 (USA Today, 17 July 2020), the BLM movement nevertheless became a highly contentious and partisan issue. In late 
June 2020, Trump accused a New York-based BLM activist of “Treason, Sedition, Insurrection!” on Twitter (Washington 
Post, 25 June 2020). By the beginning of July 2020, Trump began referring to the BLM movement as a “symbol of hate” 
(BBC, 2 July 2020). He later tweeted violent videos inaccurately or misleadingly attributing blame to BLM and intention-
ally conflating the movement with anarchists and Antifa (Washington Post, 1 September 2020). By August 2020, the BLM 
movement was a primary topic at the Republican National Convention. Mark and Patricia McCloskey, a St. Louis couple 
who gained both notoriety and felony charges for brandishing weapons at peaceful pro-BLM demonstrators, spoke 
about “fearing death” during the protest and alleged that the demonstrators “are not satisfied spreading chaos and 
violence into our cities” (Youtube, 24 August 2020; Washington Post, 25 August 2020). When speaking at the convention 
two days later, Trump’s personal lawyer Rudy Giuliani portrayed the BLM movement as a violent menace to the safety of 
all Americans, especially those in the suburbs, and called the election a choice between law and order and mayhem (LA 
Times, 27 August 2020). In the months preceding the 2020 presidential election, Trump defended Kyle Rittenhouse, a 
minor who was illegally armed and killed two pro-BLM demonstrators in Kenosha, Wisconsin (CNN, 27 August 2020; USA 
Today, 31 August 2020). More recently, in May 2021, Mark McCloskey announced a Senate run in Missouri, campaigning 
on a platform that promises to defend America against “the mob” that is BLM (NBC News, 18 May 2021).

https://theintercept.com/2021/05/13/riot-squad-right-wing-video-journalists-black-lives-matter-antifa/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/07/17/black-lives-matter-isnt-partisan-political-federal-agency-says/5452397002/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-lashes-out-at-black-lives-matter-accuses-one-member-of-treason/2020/06/25/45667ec8-b70f-11ea-a510-55bf26485c93_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-lashes-out-at-black-lives-matter-accuses-one-member-of-treason/2020/06/25/45667ec8-b70f-11ea-a510-55bf26485c93_story.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-us-canada-53261067
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/09/01/over-over-trump-has-focused-black-lives-matter-target-derision-or-violence/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QIL4dft8VNw
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/the-gun-toting-mccloskeys-said-they-feared-death-but-they-survived-to-fight-the-culture-wars/2020/08/25/f94f1238-e65d-11ea-970a-64c73a1c2392_story.html
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2020-08-27/republican-convention-giuliani-trump
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2020-08-27/republican-convention-giuliani-trump
https://www.cnn.com/2020/08/27/us/kenosha-wisconsin-shooting-suspect/index.html
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/08/31/trump-defends-kenosha-shooter-kyle-rittenhouse-arguing-self-defense/3451006001/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/08/31/trump-defends-kenosha-shooter-kyle-rittenhouse-arguing-self-defense/3451006001/
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/elections/st-louis-lawyer-who-waved-rifle-protesters-running-senate-missouri-n1267873
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These misleading narratives — perpetuated by the Trump administration and other Republican elites — shaped not only 
public opinion, but also the response to the movement from both law enforcement and non-state groups alike. Demon-
strations associated with BLM have frequently been met with aggressive intervention from a range of actors, including 
federal authorities and local police as well as far-right militias, counter-demonstrators, and individual attackers.

Government Authorities

Engagement and Force

In the aftermath of Floyd’s killing, then-President Trump quickly called for a violent government response to suppress 
the demonstrations, urging authorities to use lethal force if demonstrators engaged in looting (New York Magazine, 1 
June 2020) and instructing governors to “cut through [protesters] like butter” (Vox, 2 June 2020). Then-Defense Secre-
tary Mark Esper, in remarks he later recanted, identified domestic protest sites as a “battlespace” that law enforcement 
and National Guard needed to “dominate” and then-Army Secretary Ryan McCarthy declared that the protest response 
mission was “D-Day for the National Guard” (Military Times, 1 June 2020; Washington Post, 15 April 2021).

Many federal and local law enforcement agencies heeded these directives. Government authorities — including police 
as well as federal agents and military forces, like the National Guard — have engaged in demonstrations associated with 
the BLM movement three times more often than they have engaged in any other type of demonstration in the country 
(see graph on the following page), according to ACLED data. Authorities have intervened in BLM-related demonstrations 
over 9% of the time, compared to under 3% of the time for all other demonstrations.

This trend is not a function of BLM-related demonstrations being more violent or destructive than other demonstra-
tions: authorities are more likely to intervene in demonstrations associated with the BLM movement whether they are 
peaceful or not. Even when examining only protests that did not involve violence, vandalism, looting, or other destruc-
tive activity, law enforcement have still engaged in peaceful BLM-related demonstrations over twice as often: 5% of 

A HEAVY-HANDED RESPONSE

https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2020/06/trump-mulls-sending-military-into-u-s-cities.html
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2020/06/trump-mulls-sending-military-into-u-s-cities.html
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2020/6/1/21277062/trump-governors-dominate-george-floyd-protesters
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-military/2020/06/01/secdef-encourages-governors-to-dominate-the-battlespace-to-put-down-nationwide-protests/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2021/04/15/dc-guard-helicopter-george-floyd-protest/
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the time compared to 2% of the time for other types of peaceful protests. This trend suggests that law enforcement re-
sponses are not simply dictated by situational threats, but are rather guided by strategic approaches to policing certain 
demonstrations, divorced from the actual actions of demonstrators. 

When authorities do intervene in demonstrations, they have used force — such as firing less-lethal weapons like tear 
gas, rubber bullets, and pepper spray or beating demonstrators with batons — more often when engaging with demon-
strators associated with the BLM movement: over half  — 52% — the time, compared to approximately a quarter — 26% 
— of the time for all other demonstrations (see graph on the following page). 

Again, the data suggest that the decision to use force is not linked solely to demonstrator behavior. Overall, 
authorities are more than four times as likely to use force against peaceful pro-BLM protests than they are against 
other types of peaceful protests. In peaceful protests where they have decided to intervene, authorities have used 
force over a third — 37% — of the time against pro-BLM protesters, compared to under 20% of the time against 
other protesters. For example, on 1 June 2020, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, police fired teargas, pepper spray, and 
less-lethal munitions at peaceful marchers they corralled into a highway embankment. Videos surfaced following 
the protest showing a police officer pepper-spraying kneeling demonstrators directly in the face. The officer has 
since been fired, and police and city leaders later described the response as “unjustified” and apologized for early 
statements accusing the demonstrators of engaging in violent activity (New York Times, 25 June 2020; Fox29, 22 July 
2020; Philadelphia Inquirer, 25 June 2020). In Washington, DC that same day, an array of local and federal authorities 
used smoke canisters and pepper balls against a peaceful pro-BLM protest in Lafayette Square across from the White 
House in order to clear a path for then-President Trump to take a photo at nearby St. John’s Church (Washington 
Post, 2 June 2020; Amnesty International, 4 August 2021). Reports have since emerged that a police officer used a 
shield and then his hand to hit two Australian journalists before also using smoke canisters, stinger balls, and pepper 
balls against them (US Press Freedom Tracker, 29 October 2020; ProPublica, 14 December 2020). The American Civil 
Liberties Union (ACLU) found that police did not allow the demonstrators to return home, instead kettling them and 
conducting mass arrests while using “excessive force” (ACLU, 10 March 2021). All 300 arrested were cited for curfew 
violations (Washington Post, 10 March 2021).

The widespread use of force against the BLM movement comes amid the broader militarization of American 
police agencies, a trend that is itself linked to higher rates of police violence (Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 8 
October 2020). 

https://www.nytimes.com/video/us/100000007174941/philadelphia-tear-gas-george-floyd-protests.html
https://www.fox29.com/news/charges-filed-against-philadelphia-officer-accused-of-using-oc-spray-on-seated-protesters-on-i-676
https://www.inquirer.com/news/philadelphia-protests-676-teargas-mayor-jim-kenney-danielle-outlaw-20200625.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/washington-dc-protest-white-house-george-floyd/2020/06/01/6b193d1c-a3c9-11ea-bb20-ebf0921f3bbd_story.html
https://www.amnestyusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/WorldisWatchingFullReport080220.pdf
https://www.amnestyusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/WorldisWatchingFullReport080220.pdf
https://pressfreedomtracker.us/all-incidents/journalists-assaulted-police-chaotic-crackdowns-dc/
https://pressfreedomtracker.us/all-incidents/journalists-assaulted-police-chaotic-crackdowns-dc/
https://projects.propublica.org/protest-police-videos/
https://www.acludc.org/sites/default/files/swannstreet-report-final.pdf
https://www.acludc.org/sites/default/files/swannstreet-report-final.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/public-safety/swann-street-george-floyd-layafette-square-white-house-demonstration/2021/03/10/bd2e9e30-81db-11eb-ac37-4383f7709abe_story.html
https://www.ajc.com/news/police-killings-more-likely-in-agencies-that-get-military-gear-data-shows/MBPQ2ZE3XFHR5NIO37BKONOCGI/
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Throughout the country, law enforcement agents, sometimes without insignia, engaged with pro-BLM demonstrators 
while armed with military weaponry and equipment, including Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected (MRAP) armored vehi-
cles designed for survivability in conflict zones (Amnesty International, 4 August 2020). In Los Angeles, California, police 
used rounds launched from military style grenade launchers, shotguns, and assault rifles on pro-BLM demonstrators 
liberally and to dangerous effect — at least 12 people were shot in the head by kinetic impact projectiles on 29 May 2020 
alone, suffering serious injuries (Physicians for Human Rights, 14 September 2020). Overall, Los Angeles law 
enforce-ment agencies reported that nearly 10,000 rounds of 37mm and 40mm less-lethal munitions were not 
returned to storehouses during the period of 29 May to 2 June 2020, implying they were fired at demonstrators (Los 
Angeles City Clerk, 10 March 2021). 

The aggressive, militarized response to the demonstrations has in many cases only exacerbated tensions between pro-
testers and law enforcement.5 For example, the deployment of federal agents in Oregon last summer, including the 
Protecting American Communities Task Force (PACT), coupled with their more aggressive tactics — including frequent 
use excessive force and arbitrary detention of suspected protesters in unmarked vehicles (Oregon Live, 16 July 2020; 
USA Today, 4 August 2020) — appears to have escalated unrest in the state. Between the end of May and the deployment 
of the PACT at the start of July, approximately 16% of all demonstrations associated with BLM in Oregon were met with 
government intervention, and authorities used force against demonstrators at a relatively low rate. During the follow-
ing month, however, authorities intervened in nearly 51% of demonstrations, with 70% of those involving use of force 
by government personnel. Prior to the PACT deployment, 87% of demonstrations in Oregon were non-violent, while 
post-deployment, the percentage of violent demonstrations rose from 13% to over 36%, suggesting that the federal 
response only raised tensions and aggravated unrest. 

5. ACLED aims to code the most objective aspects of conflict and protest reporting, while limiting the more subjective aspects. The latter aspects — such as ‘who 
threw the first punch,’ for example — can be the most biased components of reporting. Limiting to the objective aspects — e.g. what occurred, who was there, where 
did it occur, when did it occur, was there any report of violence or destructive activity — allows for greater reliability of the data. This means, however, that it is not 
possible to determine who initiated the violence or destructive activity that might have happened at a demonstration using the variables that ACLED codes. When 
this information is available, it is included in the ‘Notes’ column of events. Users can review the ‘Notes’ to parse out such distinctions in certain events, but should 
remain cognizant of the fact that reporting on this point is often incomplete, and aware of possible bias in such reporting when included given its subjective nature.

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/amr51/2807/2020/en/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/29cbf2e87b914dbaabdec2f3d350839e
https://clkrep.lacity.org/onlinedocs/2020/20-0729_rpt_CLA_03-11-21.pdf
https://clkrep.lacity.org/onlinedocs/2020/20-0729_rpt_CLA_03-11-21.pdf
https://www.oregonlive.com/portland/2020/07/tear-gas-deployed-as-federal-officers-disperse-protesters-overnight-in-downtown-portland.html?utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter&utm_campaign=oregonian_sf
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/07/17/reports-federal-officers-detain-portland-protesters-unmarked-vans/5457471002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/07/17/reports-federal-officers-detain-portland-protesters-unmarked-vans/5457471002/
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The heavy-handed police response has often escalated protest situations in other states as well, prompting clashes 
with demonstrators and raising the risk of violence. Reviews of police departments in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and 
Indianapolis, Indiana found that the police approach to pro-BLM demonstrations inflamed rather than defused ten-
sions (New York Times, 20 March 2021). For instance, thousands of people protested peacefully for multiple hours on 
29 May in Indianapolis before police in riot gear attempted to disperse demonstrators, after which the demonstrations 
devolved into riots that lasted throughout the evening (WBOI, 29 May 2020; South Bend Tribune, 31 May 2020; New York 
Times, 20 March 2021). 

These trends also seem to hold elsewhere in the US. On 29 May 2020, thousands of BLM supporters demonstrated in 
Omaha, Nebraska. The protest was initially peaceful, but became violent after police deployed across the street from 
demonstrators in riot gear and what appeared to be an MRAP vehicle (Twitter @EmilyTencerKETV, 30 May 2020). Police 
soon deployed tear gas, pepper balls, and flash-bang grenades against demonstrators, who claimed they were pro-
voked into violence by indiscriminate use of police force (KETV Channel 7, 8 June 2020). One demonstrator described 
the incident as, “a peaceful protest against police brutality [that] was met with police brutality” (Omaha World Herald, 
27 April 2021). 

The Strategic Response Group (SRG) — a specialized “anti-terror” police unit in New York also designed to respond to 
instances of public disorder — has engaged demonstrators in numerous instances, often as the instigating party, earning 
it the nickname “goon squad” among activists (Gothamist, 17 December 2015; Intercept, 7 April 2021). Human Rights 
Watch described an interaction between peaceful pro-BLM demonstrators and the SRG in the Bronx, New York on 4 
June 2020 as a “planned assault” in which more than 250 people were arrested and at least 61 demonstrators suffered 
injuries, ranging from broken bones to nerve damage (Human Rights Watch, 30 September 2020). In this instance, pro-
testers remained peaceful despite the extreme level of violence inflicted on them. A few days prior, on 30 May 2020, SRG 
and regular police officers had also engaged in numerous instances of violence against peaceful protesters in support 
of the BLM movement in Brooklyn, New York. An officer from the SRG reportedly pulled down a demonstrator’s mask 
in order to pepper spray him in the face to greater effect, while two NYPD vehicles rammed demonstrators in the street 
(Department of Investigation - New York City, December 2020; NPR, 14 January 2021; Intercept, 7 April 2021). Contrary 
to the events in the Bronx on 4 June, demonstrations in Brooklyn descended into violence in the face of excessive police 
force on 30 May, underlining how extreme policing has served to exacerbate tensions. Internal documents indicate that 
most New York police officers “at the George Floyd protests received only vague academy training that emphasized 
arresting protesters over defending their rights,” encouraging authorities to take a confrontational approach to even 
peaceful and law-abiding demonstrators (Intercept, 5 May 2021).

Civilians outside of protests have also been impacted: in Minneapolis, Minnesota, a video posted on Twitter shows the 
Minnesota National Guard and Minneapolis police sweeping a residential street in the city, yelling “Light ‘em up!” while 
firing paint rounds at a resident on their front porch after they did not follow orders to return inside (CBS Minnesota, 30 
May 2020). 

Arrests
Authorities have also targeted BLM demonstrators and activists for arrest. From 29 May to 2 June 2020, the Los Angeles 
Police Department arrested at least 4,029 individuals (Los Angeles City Clerk, 10 March 2021), with only 3-5% arrested 
for looting. The vast majority were arrested for curfew violations and failure to obey a dispersal order (Los Angeles 
Times, 6 June 2020). By 4 June, the number of arrests across the country had reached at least 10,000 people, with New 
York, Dallas, and Philadelphia following Los Angeles in total arrests (AP News, 4 June 2020). At least 129 journalists were 
arrested while covering demonstrations associated with the BLM movement in 2020, accounting for 93% of all journalist 
arrests at demonstrations  (Reporters Committee, 3 May 2021).

Police have routinely used a strategy to “trap and detain” demonstrators — also known as “kettling” — by forcing them 
into an area without escape routes before conducting mass arrests (USA Today, 24 June 2020). The use of the tactic by 
police has been widespread, with kettling tactics reported from coastal cities, such as Los Angeles and New York, to cen-
tral cities like Des Moines, Iowa and Omaha, Nebraska (ABC7 Los Angeles, 4 February 2021; New York Times, 4 November 
2020; USA Today, 23 June 2020; Yahoo! News, 29 July 2020). The use of “kettling” tactics on largely peaceful demonstra-
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tors has raised concerns that the purpose of the arrests is to stifle dissent and to make demonstrations appear more vi-
olent by provoking confrontations with demonstrators leading to significantly higher arrest numbers as part of a public 
relations strategy (Independent, 17 January 2021; Metro Times, 7 October 2020). 

The mass arrests of demonstrators associated with the BLM movement contrast starkly with the dearth of arrests 
made during right-wing demonstrations at capitol buildings across the country. Police in Washington, DC arrested 
more than five times the number of pro-BLM demonstrators on 1 June 2020 than pro-Trump demonstrators during the 
storming of the US Capitol on 6 January 2021 (CNN, 8 January 2021). The trend was even more pronounced locally in 
2020 and 2021: right-wing demonstrators trespassed into the grounds of governor residences and state capitol 
buildings in Kansas, Michigan, Oklahoma, Oregon, and Washington with fewer than a dozen arrests in total (NBC News, 
6 January 2021; BBC, 30 May 2020; Fox News, 22 April 2020; Deadline, 20 December 2020; Seattle Times, 6 January 
2021). 

A wave of new “anti-protest” legislation around the country threatens to increase restrictions on demonstration activity 
and expand police discretion to arrest demonstrators (Al Jazeera, 22 April 2021). 

“Anti-protest” Legislation
Since June 2020, state officials have introduced at least 100 proposals that would restrict the right to free assembly 
(PEN America, 13 May 2021). Republican lawmakers have proposed 81 bills in over 30 states during the 2021 legislative 
session alone, more than double the number introduced in any other year, according to the International Center for 
Not-for-Profit Law (New York Times, 21 April 2021; International Center for Not-for-Profit Law, 22 April 2021). These 
bills have become law in states like Oklahoma and Florida, with new legislation increasing the penalties for “unlawful 
protesting” and “granting immunity to drivers whose vehicles strike and injure protesters in public streets” (New York 
Times, 21 April 2021). 

Although officials have cited instances of protest violence over the past year to justify this new legislative push — with 
Governor Ron DeSantis labelling Florida’s law “the strongest anti-looting, anti-rioting, pro-law-enforcement piece of 
legislation in the country” (New York Times, 21 April 2021) — most of these states have experienced low levels of violent 
or destructive demonstration activity (see map on the following page). ACLED data show that, on average, the states 
in which strict “anti-protest” laws have been proposed have the same rate of peaceful protests as states that have not 
pursued such legislation, meaning that violent demonstrations do not feature more prominently in the former than the 
latter. States like Florida and Oklahoma, which have promulgated some of the most restrictive new laws, have actually 
seen a lower proportion of demonstrations involving violent or destructive activity than most other states in the coun-
try.

The states considering new laws have been home, however, to a higher proportion of demonstrations associated with 
the BLM movement compared to other states. In the 34 states that have introduced or enacted “anti-protest” bills during 
the 2021 legislative session (New York Times, 21 April 2021; International Center for Not-for-Profit Law, 22 April 2021), 
43% of all demonstrations recorded since the start of last year have been related to the BLM movement. In the 16 states 
that have not introduced new legislation, only 37% of all demonstrations have been associated with BLM. 

Police have also taken a more heavy-handed approach to protests in these 34 states: since the start of last year, au-
thorities have engaged in at least 6% of all demonstrations in the states that have pursued new laws, relative to 5% in 
other states, and they have used force in 3%, compared to 2% in other states. Civil rights advocates argue that “laws are 
already in the books to stave off riots” (Business Insider, 21 April 2021), and the higher rates of police intervention and 
force in these states, despite equal levels of peaceful demonstration activity when compared to the rest of the coun-
try, suggest that authorities are already aggressively enforcing existing legislation. These trends have raised concerns 
among activists that the true purpose of this new legislative push is to “silence dissent” and foster “a culture of impunity 
among protest opponents” (ACLU, 19 April 2021; Intercept, 21 January 2021). 

While some of these bills have been introduced in reaction to the Capitol riot in January 2021, the disparity in the police 
response to BLM-linked protests compared to right-wing protests demonstrated by ACLED research provides “reason 
to anticipate that even bills introduced on the pretext of responding to a right-wing insurrection are likely to be dispro-
portionately enforced against movements led by people of color or focused on issues of racial and social justice” (PEN 
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America, 13 May 2021). Citing analysis of ACLED data, PEN America has cautioned that “the bills often use vague termi-
nology for concepts like ‘unlawful assembly,’ which would afford police wide discretion to determine what constitutes 
criminal activity — discretion that evidence shows is likely to be wielded in biased or arbitrary ways” (PEN America, 13 
May 2021). 

The Far-Right 
The right-wing response — from militias and street-fighting organizations to armed individuals and car-ramming attacks 
— has primarily focused on direct opposition to the goals and operations of BLM-affiliated activists and supporters. 

Right-wing Counter-demonstrators

Counter-demonstrations against BLM-related events have been a major feature of the American protest environment. 
ACLED records over 750 counter-demonstrations involving BLM nationwide between the start of last year and April 
2021.

Far-right Militias and Militant Social Movements

Militia groups and MSMs specifically have been active at over 12% — more than 90 — of these BLM-linked 
demonstrations, almost always in direct opposition to pro-BLM actors. Approximately a third — 29% — of all 
demonstrations involving right-wing militias or MSMs since the start of last year have been associated with the BLM 
movement — a particularly significant percentage in a year with high levels of mobilization around right-wing causes, 
including opposition to COVID-19 restrictions, the Trump reelection campaign, and the ‘Stop the Steal’ movement in 
the aftermath of the election. 

https://pen.org/closing-ranks-state-legislators-deepen-assaults-on-the-right-to-protest/
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Right-wing militia and MSM engagement with BLM-associated demonstrations varies by organization, with different 
levels of opposition. At least 38 distinct, named far-right militias and MSMs have engaged directly in demonstrations 
associated with BLM. When these groups have engaged, the demonstrations have been violent or destructive over a 
quarter — 26% — of the time. The figure above depicts the rate of involvement of various named far-right militias and 
MSMs in demonstrations associated with BLM.

As seen in the above figure, Proud Boys involvement has been the most common. They have engaged directly in nearly 
50 demonstrations in which they were counter to BLM-supporters, or nearly a third — 28% — of all BLM-related demon-
strations in which named militia groups or MSMs also engaged. In over a third — 36% — of such demonstrations involv-
ing Proud Boys, the events became violent or destructive (for  more on the Proud Boys, see this ACLED actor profile.)

The III% movement is extremely devolved and provides an aesthetic brand for far-right armed organizing, which has 
often included directly responding to BLM-associated demonstrations. The organization has historically claimed to op-
pose the ‘tyranny’ of the American security state, but has often acted as defenders of the police against calls from 
BLM-related demonstrations. III%-branded actors have engaged in approximately 17% of the demonstrations that in-
volved both pro-BLM actors and militia groups. Demonstrations involving III% affiliates and pro-BLM demonstrators 
have turned violent nearly a third of the time since the start of last year, and have taken place across four states and 
Washington, DC. While the III% pattern of behavior bears some similarities to the Proud Boys when engaging with pro-
BLM actors — such as a similar rate of involvement in violent demonstrations — the III% brand differs from the Proud 
Boys in that it was not founded in direct opposition to BLM actors and precedes Trump. In almost half of events involv-
ing pro-BLM demonstrators in which III% affiliates have engaged, the Proud Boys were also involved, showing not only 
a strategic alignment but also coordination in physical response.

The Boogaloo Boys present a unique case when it comes to interaction with the BLM movement, as they have respond-
ed to BLM-related demonstrations with various types of engagement and strategies. Boogaloo Boys account for 16% of 
demonstrations associated with BLM in which named militia groups or MSMs also engaged. In 60% of demonstrations 
associated with the BLM movement in which Boogaloo adherents actively engaged, they showed up in direct opposi-
tion to BLM supporters — and in just over 10% of these, there is evidence that Boogaloo adherents were in attendance 
specifically as ‘agents provocateurs.’ And yet, in the other 40% of demonstrations associated with the BLM movement in 
which Boogaloo adherents actively engaged, the Boogaloo Boys provided support or expressed solidarity with BLM ac-
tivists. However, this support has not always been well-received. For example, last month, Boogaloo members attempt-
ed to join a BLM-affiliated demonstration in Lansing, Michigan against the police killing of Anthony Hulon, a white man, 

https://acleddata.com/2021/04/22/actor-profile-proud-boys/
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but the Boogaloo members were told by the event organizers that they were not welcome at the protest — resulting in 
them instead standing across the street from the demonstration (News2Share, 2 April 2021; MLive 5 April 2021).

It is important to note that the Boogaloo ‘movement’ has no central structure, and has many levels of discourse and 
disagreement among adherents. The central ideological line for the Boogaloo, and from which the ‘movement’ draws 
its name, is the notion of escalating the political situation towards civil war (e.g. “The Boogaloo”). In some cases, Booga-
loo cells have made the cynical calculation that BLM-associated protests as part of the George Floyd uprisings were the 
most accessible and useful means through which the Boogaloo could escalate towards open conflict. While some ad-
herents may genuinely believe in the principles of the BLM movement, there is already substantial evidence that many 
others do not share these beliefs in private (Bellingcat, 27 May 2020; Twitter @TwilightZoneAFA, 30 September 2020). 

An example of an explicitly pro-BLM Boogaloo cell can be found in the Kentucky-based United Pharaoh’s Guard (UPG), 
also briefly known as the “Louijihadeen” (Youtube, 27 August 2020). Two UPG Boogaloo adherents were arrested by 
federal officers for their alleged involvement in inciting riots on 6 January 2021 in downtown Louisville while ‘protect-
ing’ pro-BLM demonstrators (Courier Journal, 11 February 2021). Investigators claim that, after setting up a barricade 
in the city, one of the two opened fire at a vehicle before fleeing (WDRB, 11 February 2021). However, like the Boogaloo 
‘movement’ more largely, their beliefs remain nebulous; despite their pro-BLM and anti-police stance, the group has 
also coordinated with a III% militia leader to patrol downtown Louisville on Election Day, for example (News2Share, 3 
November 2020) 

Pro-police Advocates

A crucial component of the right-wing response to BLM-associated demonstrations is mobilization around defending 
the police. This is in large part due to the BLM movement’s direct activism against police brutality and, more specifically, 
the burgeoning calls to ‘defund the police’ since the killing of George Floyd. The pro-police response has evolved from 
previous ‘Blue Lives Matter’ campaigns to engaging with a number of movements and organizations, including repre-
sentatives from the Proud Boys, Republican-elected officials, III% militia groups, and QAnon, among others. More than 
270 demonstration events have taken place with opposing sides including pro-BLM actors facing off against pro-police 
actors between the start of last year and the end of April 2021, spanning 42 states. 

Within the world of anti-BLM and pro-police organizing, ‘Back the Blue’ (BTB) is a key national movement. BTB was cre-
ated in defense of the police by ACT for America, a Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC)-designated hate group. ACT for 
America was founded as an anti-Muslim organization and was highly involved in the ‘March Against Shariah’ rallies in 
2017 (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2021). While the origins of BTB as a movement cannot be ignored, BTB has become 
more decentralized from the ACT for America umbrella, and has come to take on different local characteristics depend-
ing on what shape pro-police and anti-BLM activism takes in context. Some local organizers have even come forward 
to disavow ACT for America, claiming to be fully independent from the designated hate group (Patch, 9 September 
2020). Meanwhile, other events have still been explicitly endorsed or organized by ACT for America since the 2017 rallies 
(Southern Poverty Law Center, 28 August 2018). The raison d’etre for BTB as a movement is to counter BLM-associated 
activism. It is therefore not surprising that the group has been involved in over 110 counter-demonstrations against 
BLM-related events across 29 states since the start of last year.

BTB-associated demonstrators are not always positioned solely in opposition to BLM. Pro-police demonstrations are 
often organized as one-sided demonstrations to express support and admiration for the police — meaning they not 
only do not engage directly with pro-BLM demonstrators, but they also do not engage with law enforcement. Nearly 
two-thirds of all BTB demonstrations are one-sided events, with no intervention by authorities. The lack of government 
engagement in pro-police demonstrations underlines a vast discrepancy in police responses to demonstrations: 2% of 
pro-police demonstrations have been met with intervention from law enforcement since the start of last year, relative 
to over 9% of demonstrations associated with the BLM movement (see graph on the following page).
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Protection of Statues
One of the major targets of BLM activism at the local level has been statues linked to white supremacy or America’s 
lega-cy of racism (New York Times, 3 June 2020). Demonstrations against Confederate monuments or statues of 
Christopher Columbus encouraged the passage of local legislation to take down the displays in towns around the 
country, result-ing in the removal of approximately 100 such monuments (NPR, 23 February 2021; CBS News, 25 
September 2020). In some cases, statues were damaged or destroyed by demonstrators. But in many cases, BLM-
associated demonstrators were preempted by right-wing actors seeking to protect or preserve these monuments. 
Legal challenges have been impossible in some areas, leading to direct confrontation in the street between actors 
associated with BLM and far-right militants. This was the case in Greenville, South Carolina, for example, where 
opposing demonstrators confronted each other over a Confederate memorial on the city’s main street. A South 
Carolina bill from 2000, the ‘Heritage Act’, forbids the removal of any flag or memorial without a two-thirds vote from 
the state legislature. The result has been stagnation in the struggle over the downtown statue — and with it, a rise in 
outside armed counter-demonstrators opposing the local BLM chapter (Post and Courier, 7 August 2020; Post and 
Courier, 5 March 2021).

The fight over these and other statues has been highly animating for many right-wing actors, for whom the 
monuments represent a physical manifestation of a preferred version of American history and heritage (The Atlantic, 
26 June 2020; Chicago Tribune, 9 April 2021; New York Times, 15 June 2020; Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 29 May 
2020). This, in turn, pushed other grievances and fears to the surface as actors have taken to the street to defend this 
legacy, and, as such, their particular way of life; some argue that the statues are not symbols of racism, but rather 
symbols of heritage (KIRO7, 16 August 2017), with others comparing their removal to “cultural genocide.”6 In 
Albuquerque, New Mexico, for example, demonstrations calling for the removal of a statue to a conquistador drew 
the New Mexico Civil Guard to the scene. At one of these protests, an armed man, who had been shoving protesters 
for hours, discharged his handgun at and seriously wounded a demonstrator (NPR, 17 June 2020; MilitiaWatch, 17 
June 2020). 

6. This refers to a late 2018 public presentation by a far-right, neo-Confederate organization’s ‘heritage’ officer, who described the “cultural genocide … conducted by 
mobs of neo-Marxists with the full support of the left-wing mass media” when discussing the prospect of removing or destroying monuments related to the Confed-
eracy. This officer ironically used as an example a monument put up by segregationists in the 1960s, 100 years after the end of the Civil War. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/03/us/confederate-statues-george-floyd.html
https://www.npr.org/2021/02/23/970610428/nearly-100-confederate-monuments-removed-in-2020-report-says-more-than-700-remai
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/christopher-columbus-statue-removed-cities/
https://www.postandcourier.com/greenville/guys-with-guns-show-up-at-protests-what-they-accomplish-depends-on-whom-you-ask/article_2e662c2a-d80a-11ea-9cfa-6f04a853ba2e.html
https://www.postandcourier.com/greenville/news/greenvilles-confederate-monument-stuck-on-main-street-as-heritage-act-awaits-court-ruling/article_546f31de-7d26-11eb-94eb-d70644cb2975.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/06/the-lost-causes-long-legacy/613288/
https://www.chicagotribune.com/politics/ct-columbus-statue-park-district-20210409-2v6ccv5v6rh2liqahjxwpo4hgu-story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/15/us/conquistador-onate-albuquerque-new-mexico-unrest.html
https://www.ajc.com/news/crime--law/confederate-monuments-vandalized-oakland-cemetery-cops-say/f3s4KoXNqCQJlvCgZvpndP/
https://www.kiro7.com/news/local/washington-state-confederate-monuments-face-controversy-again/593151760/
https://www.npr.org/sections/live-updates-protests-for-racial-justice/2020/06/17/879410425/man-charged-over-shooting-at-albuquerque-statue-protest
https://militia.watch/read/uprising-boogaloo-shooting/
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BLM-related demonstrations have been organized against statues7 in at least 18 states across the country (see map 
below). Virginia was a hotspot for such demonstrations, home to seven of these 30 incidents.8 Almost every one of the 
events in Virginia took place in Richmond, likely due to the high concentration of Confederate memorials in the city that 
served as the capital of the Confederacy during the Civil War. 

Armed Presence by Far-right Militias and Militant Social Movements
In addition to their involvement as demonstrators in counter-protests, militias and MSMs also began to show up at 
demonstrations not to protest, but rather in a self-proclaimed capacity to ‘keep the peace.’ Groups stated that they were 
standing by, armed, to protect businesses or the local community from ‘BLM rioters’ and the ‘violence and destruction’ 
of BLM-related demonstrations. In some cases, this mobilization is explicitly related to a group’s ideological position-
ing, where BLM is viewed as a ‘Marxist’ organization or as a group ‘puppet-mastered’ by now-President Biden or even 
philanthropist George Soros (for example, see: Independent, 18 December 2020; Times of Israel, 15 September 2020). 
In other cases, militia groups and MSMs have perceived BLM demonstrations as destructive or violently threatening, 
either physically or to a way of life that they aim to preserve. Far-right channels, activists, and writers focus on the riots 
and property damage sometimes associated with these demonstrations and project them onto their own communities. 
This leads to aggressive action against BLM-related demonstrations when they come to a physical space shared with 
these right-wing organizers — or even in cases where activity is simply rumored to to take place. For example, in Coeur 
d’Alene, Idaho, fears of traveling BLM and ‘Antifa’ demonstrators led armed white men to organize multiple vigilante pa-
trols through the downtown area (Washington Post, 4 June 2020), despite the fact that no violent riots associated with 
the BLM movement have ever been reported in the city.

7. This refers to incidents resulting in substantial damage to the statue  — rather than simply graffiti or other similar acts of minor vandalism  — such as the breaking
off of pieces or the toppling of the statue.
8. ACLED records 51 incidents of statues being targeted between 1 January 2020 and 30 April 2021. Of these, 30 were connected to demonstrations in support of BLM. 
The others include some cases in which individuals advocating for social justice or against racism, without association with the BLM movement, targeted statues 
— such as when individuals vandalized a Confederate statue in Clinton, North Carolina on 11 July 2020, partially pulling it down, before it was removed the same 
day by the County Courthouse (ABC11, 12 July 2020) — while others are at times in opposition to the BLM movement — such as when a statue of Breonna Taylor that 
supported the BLM movement was “smashed” in Oakland, California the weekend of 23 December 2020 (LA Times, 29 December 2020).

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-election-2020/proud-boys-church-blm-sign-b1776374.html
https://www.timesofisrael.com/florida-latinos-flooded-with-anti-semitic-conspiracy-messaging-ahead-of-election/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/protests-armed-white-vigilantes/2020/06/04/09e17610-a5bb-11ea-b619-3f9133bbb482_story.html
https://abc11.com/sampson-county-courthouse-clinton-city-council-confederate-statue-lt-marcus-smith/6314029/
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2020-12-29/breonna-taylor-sculpture-in-oakland-stolen-after-it-was-vandalized


In many cases, it is difficult to identify which armed group is present at a demonstration, with reports often noting the 
mere attendance of such actors. In total, at least 25 distinct, named groups have shown up in this context over 40 times 
across 17 states since the start of last year, including in Georgia and Kentucky (see inset vignettes). Among identified 
actors, the groups most often spotted in these roles at BLM-related demonstrations include the Boogaloo Boys and III% 
factions. Others include the Stokes County Militia, the Proud Boys, and various identified local militia groups.

This type of protest involvement is different from direct engagement where militia groups and MSMs more formally take 
sides. In some cases (see inset vignettes), right-wing groups have attempted to act as auxiliaries for government author-
ities or to otherwise act as security services for private establishments. Most of the time, this type of activity takes the 
form of armed men standing across the street from demonstrations, watching participants but opting not to engage. 
In other cases, it can be more secretive, with right-wing actors taking to rooftops blocks away from demonstrations to 
observe and ‘patrol.’
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Militia groups in Georgia react to BLM-related demonstrations

Georgia provides a case study of this trend in militia activity. Several members of the Georgia III% Martyrs 
militia, in a private communications channel, claim to have shown up to assist the police against a peaceful 
protest that was in support of the BLM movement in Morrow, Georgia, just south of Atlanta on 7 June 2020 
(Clayton Crescent, 7 June 2020; Clayton Crescent, 18 October 2020). One member even noted that another 
had leveled his rifle against the demonstrators while standing near the police (On the Media, 16 October 
2020; MilitiaWatch, 17 October 2020). The leader of the group has since said that these aggressive actions 
towards the march were unauthorized by militia leadership, referring to the members in question as “storm 
chasers” who did not strike a “defensive posture” (Clayton Crescent, 2 November 2020).  Georgia III% Martyrs 
members claim that the Morrow Police asked for their help, though the Morrow Police Department denies 
these claims (Clayton Crescent, 18 October 2020; Clayton Crescent, 2 November 2020). Yet this is not the 
only instance where the group provided support and security for officials and politicians in the state: several 
months later, the militia served as security for Repubican House candidate Marjorie Taylor Greene and in-
cumbent Senate candidate Kelly Loeffler in Ringgold in northern Georgia during the lead up to the November 
elections (Twitter @KLoeffler, 19 September 2020; Newsweek, 21 September 2020; MilitiaWatch, 4 January 
2021). The Georgia III% Martyrs are themselves a splinter of the III% Security Force militia and recently en-
tered into an alliance with a secessionist organization led by a long-time white nationalist organizer who was 
kicked out of a Loeffler event ahead of the Georgia special election (Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 4 February 
2021; Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 21 September 2021; MilitiaWatch, 4 January 2021).

On the Fourth of July holiday last year, the Georgia III% Martyrs were present as about 1,000 heavily armed 
members of the Not Fucking Around Coalition (NFAC) marched in Stone Mountain Park against systemic rac-
ism, calling for white nationalist groups to challenge them on the ground (Newsweek, 5 July 2020; The Root, 
6 July 2020). The NFAC is a Black militia group, founded by an Atlanta-based musician, with the Fourth of 
July event being the first public report of the group’s activity. The NFAC was founded specifically to oppose 
the many predominantly white militias active in Georgia, and the group has demonstrated not just at Stone 
Mountain against other right-wing militias, but also elsewhere in the state against violence perpetrated 
against Black people. While the NFAC is opposed to police brutality and systemic racism against the Bcack 
community, it does not formally work alongside BLM or affiliated social movements in Georgia, preferring to 
instead organize their own rallies alone. 

These are just two of an array of militia groups active in Georgia whose activity has intersected with the BLM 
movement. For more on right-wing militia activity ahead of the election, see this ACLED report. Check the 
interactive dashboard on our US Research Hub to map the latest militia and MSM activity around the country.

https://claytoncrescent.org/2020/06/07/150-blm-marchers-cheered-on-jonesboro-road-in-morrow/
https://claytoncrescent.org/2020/10/18/georgia-militia-denies-claim-it-monitored-morrow-blm-march/
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/otm/segments/how-zello-became-recruitment-organizing-app-far-right?tab=summary
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/otm/segments/how-zello-became-recruitment-organizing-app-far-right?tab=summary
https://militia.watch/read/zello-operator/
https://claytoncrescent.org/2020/11/02/exclusive-georgia-iii-martyrs-head-confirms-unauthorized-morrow-surveillance-of-blm-march/
https://claytoncrescent.org/2020/10/18/georgia-militia-denies-claim-it-monitored-morrow-blm-march/
https://claytoncrescent.org/2020/11/02/exclusive-georgia-iii-martyrs-head-confirms-unauthorized-morrow-surveillance-of-blm-march/
https://twitter.com/KLoeffler/status/1307437477188309004
https://www.newsweek.com/armed-supporters-trump-backed-qanon-marjorie-greene-second-amendment-rally-1533230
https://militia.watch/read/georgia-sna-loeffler/
https://militia.watch/read/georgia-sna-loeffler/
https://www.ajc.com/news/militia-alliance-in-georgia-signals-new-phase-for-extremist-paramilitaries/UD2JMQV5A5EABHHAKBQZBK2IVY/
https://www.ajc.com/news/militia-alliance-in-georgia-signals-new-phase-for-extremist-paramilitaries/UD2JMQV5A5EABHHAKBQZBK2IVY/
https://www.ajc.com/news/supporter-with-extremist-ties-ejected-from-greene-loeffler-rally/6TMLDP5ESNASFDPC4S2KYHHVVM/
https://militia.watch/read/georgia-sna-loeffler/
https://www.newsweek.com/armed-black-demonstrators-challenge-white-supremacist-militia-georgias-stone-mountain-park-1515494
https://www.theroot.com/armed-black-militia-marches-through-stone-mountain-park-1844284200
https://www.theroot.com/armed-black-militia-marches-through-stone-mountain-park-1844284200
https://acleddata.com/2020/10/21/standing-by-militias-election/
https://acleddata.com/research-hub-united-states/
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Violent Individuals

Beyond organized militias and MSMs, violent individuals have also mobilized in opposition to the BLM movement. 
These include both decentralized, networked, armed individuals — such as those that may respond to ʻmuster callsʼ 
or ʻcalls to actionʼ by organized militias — as well as violent sole perpetrators, acting independently. 

Far-right militias ‘providing security’ in Louisville, Kentucky

Louisville, Kentucky was the home of Breonna Taylor, a 26-year-old Black paramedic who was killed by police 
in March 2020. While serving a no-knock drug warrant at her house, police opened fire after Taylor’s partner 
let off a warning shot from his weapon, thinking the home was being broken into by intruders. Police fired 
more than 30 shots, killing Taylor. No drugs were recovered at the site, and the search warrant is under in-
vestigation for including “false and misleading information,” with lawyers for Taylor’s family claiming that 
police targeted the “wrong house” despite the warrant for her address. While the detective who obtained the 
warrant was ultimately fired for not being “truthful in his warrant application,” no officers have been charged 
for Taylor’s death (New York Times, 1 September 2020; Louisville Courier Journal, 12 May 2021; AP, 7 July 
2020). The incident was a rallying cry for BLM supporters across the country, and especially in Louisville, with 
subsequent developments in the case serving as flashpoints for activism and unrest. 

A number of right-wing militias and MSMs have shown up not only as protesters at these events, but also to 
purportedly support private businesses and the local community. For example, in late June, members of the 
III% claiming to work alongside local police provided ‘overhead cover’ with rifles during a protest in support 
of the BLM movement. In September, for at least four consecutive nights, following the grand jury decision to 
not indict any police officers in Taylor’s death on criminal charges, armed members of the Oath Keepers were 
seen guarding storefronts and gas stations in downtown Louisville as protection against expected unrest. 
The leader of the group, Stewart Rhodes, live-streamed much of his group’s occupation of a gas station near 
a hotel. In addition to the Oath Keepers, other distinct militia cadres also showed up to different parts of the 
city to ‘support’ the local community and counter BLM.

Decentralized, Networked, Armed Individuals
Cases where armed and primed individuals have responded to networked calls to action have resulted in multiple 
shooting incidents targeting social justice activists and demonstrators supporting BLM since last summer. For example, 
Steven Ray Baca’s response to a muster call by the New Mexico Civil Guard in Albuquerque, New Mexico in June 2020, 
noted above, resulted in the shooting of a protester advocating for the removal of a statue that served for many as a 
symbol of racism and oppression (Guardian, 17 June 2020).

Another example is Kyle Rittenhouse’s response to a muster call by the Kenosha Guard in Wisconsin in late August of 
last year, which resulted in the deaths of two protesters and the injury of a third (New York Times, 16 October 2020). 
After the 23 August 2020 police shooting of Jacob Blake in Kenosha, Wisconsin, a resurgence in local demonstrations 
associated with BLM led to the return of loosely organized ‘vigilante’ militias to the city. This was primarily organized 
around the Kenosha Guard, an organization founded by a former Kenosha alderman, who issued a ‘militia muster’ for 25 
August following violent demonstrations the previous day. Among those who responded to the call-to-action was Kyle 
Rittenhouse, a 17-year-old white male from just across the Wisconsin-Illinois state line. Rittenhouse came armed with 
an AR-15-style rifle and told a reporter during the evening that “we don’t have non-lethal,” indicating he was prepared 
to kill if the situation escalated (NPR, 27 August 2020). The evening did escalate, and Rittenhouse shot a man in the head 
before running up the street, falling to the ground, and shooting two other BLM-affiliated demonstrators. One of the 
men Rittenhouse shot had a handgun, which he never fired. Two of the three individuals shot by Rittenhouse died. After 
shooting the three men, Rittenhouse continued to flee down the street and crossed a police line without incident. He is 
now facing criminal charges related to his involvement in the Kenosha shootings. 

Rittenhouse has been an important figure for Republican organizing and far-right community-building through memes, 
shared conversation, and radicalization (GNET, 29 October 2020). Then-President Trump defended Rittenhouse on 31 
October, saying Rittenhouse “probably would have been killed” if he were not armed (CBS News, 1 September 2020). 
Trump’s defense of Rittenhouse allowed him to become a cause célèbre among Republicans, who largely refer to him 
as  a “patriot,” “hero,” and a defender of “property owners” (Politico, 1 September 2020). The support for Rittenhouse 

https://www.nytimes.com/article/breonna-taylor-police.html
https://www.courier-journal.com/story/news/local/breonna-taylor/2021/05/12/judge-reprimanded-defending-peer-who-signed-breonna-taylor-warrant/5059815001/
https://apnews.com/article/shootings-police-ky-state-wire-us-news-racial-injustice-656ffc3ae30654f73cb548296f673c27
https://apnews.com/article/shootings-police-ky-state-wire-us-news-racial-injustice-656ffc3ae30654f73cb548296f673c27
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jun/17/armed-vigilantes-under-scrutiny-after-statue-protester-shot-new-mexico
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/16/us/kenosha-guard-militia-kevin-mathewson.html
https://www.npr.org/sections/live-updates-protests-for-racial-justice/2020/08/27/906566596/alleged-kenosha-shooter-fervently-supported-blue-lives-joined-local-militia
https://gnet-research.org/2020/10/29/whats-in-a-meme-the-rise-of-saint-kyle/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/trump-kyle-rittenhouse-self-defense-wisconsin-teen-protest-shooting-suspect/
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/09/01/trump-rittenhouse-kenosha-support-407106
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even permeated government agencies, such as the Department of Homeland Security, which suggested officials note 
that Rittenhouse “took his rifle to the scene of the rioting to help defend small business owners” when questioned by 
the media (NBC, 1 October 2020). Among far-right organizations, such as the Proud Boys, Rittenhouse has become 
immensely popular. A group of Proud Boys serenaded him with renditions of “Proud of Your Boy” — the Proud Boys 
anthem — days after his 18th birthday at a Wisconsin bar (USA Today, 14 January 2021; ABC, 12 December 2018). His 
bail conditions were revised to prohibit him from socializing with Proud Boys after images of the incident surfaced, in-
cluding one in which he flashed a white power hand sign (Washington Post, 14 January 2021, Wisconsin Public Radio, 
14 January 2021).

Sole Perpetrators

In addition to individual responses to public calls to action, other violent individuals have taken to violence more spo-
radically. This type of activity — including car rammings, individual assaults, or ‘leaderless resistance’ modalities — has 
become increasingly common in the aftermath of Floyd’s killing. 

The BLM movement has faced a particularly high rate of car-ramming attacks. Car rammings are eight times more com-
mon at demonstrations associated with the BLM movement than at other types of demonstrations, with incidents re-
ported at nearly 1% of all BLM-related events. At least 91 pro-BLM demonstrations were met with car rammings between 
the start of last year and the end of April 2021, while car rammings were only reported at 14 non-BLM demonstrations 
during this period. Although car rammings targeting BLM supporters have declined since their height in May and June  
2020 during the immediate aftermath of Floyd’s killing, they continue to be reported. Just last month, while people were 
demonstrating in support of the BLM movement in Minneapolis, Minnesota against the police killing of Daunte Wright, a 
Black man, a truck driver reportedly drove his car through the demonstration (Free Republic, 14 April 2021).

The prevalence of car rammings is partially due to the disinformation surrounding the BLM movement and the sup-
posed violence that demonstrators perpetrate against bystanders. Trump supporters, such as those participating in 
MAGA Drag or MAGA Caravan events — where dozens of drivers, sometimes tied to far-right MSMs, such as III% groups, 
Oath Keepers, Proud Boys, or Patriot Prayer, would pass through cities or along highways in support of President Trump 
during election season last year — have said that they felt compelled to join such events to demonstrate they repre-
sented a “silent majority” who oppose “BLM garbage” (NPR, 24 September 2020; MilitiaWatch, 16 April 2021). Displays 
against the BLM movement or against antifascists have been prevalent at such demonstrations (KSAT12, 8 September 
2020; Daily Mail, 2 November 2020; Twitter @LRedSchoolHouse, 1 November 2020). Car-ramming attacks on the BLM 
movement have been glorified and encouraged online, such as through the “All Lives Splatter” meme (Bloomberg, 3 
June 2020). In recent months, lawmakers in multiple states — such as Florida and Oklahoma — have introduced or 
enacted new legislation that would grant “immunity to drivers whose vehicles strike and injure protesters in public 
streets,” expanding legal protections for individuals involved in car ramming incidents (New York Times, 21 April 2021). 
Critics of these legal measures warn that they effectively enshrine the “right to crash cars into people’’ and “endorse a 
terrorist tactic against protesters” (New Republic, 24 April 2021) (see section on “anti-protest” legislation above). 

Officials and drivers have justified car rammings — and the new legislation protecting them — as part of an effort to 
combat “public disorder” and “riots” (VICE, 19 April 2021). Yet, while the rate of car rammings at demonstrations involv-
ing reports of violence, vandalism, looting, or other destructive activity is highly correlated, the vast majority — 73% 
— of BLM-related protests that faced car-ramming attacks were peaceful. The visual below depicts all demonstrations 
associated with BLM in which car rammings were reported, colored by whether destructive activity was reported at the 
event. New legal cover in states like Florida and Oklahoma raises the risk that car-ramming attacks on peaceful protests 
will only increase during future demonstration spikes.

https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/national-security/internal-document-shows-trump-officials-were-told-make-comments-sympathetic-n1241581
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2021/01/14/kyle-rittenhouse-seen-bar-white-power-sign-proud-boys-song/4156448001/
https://abcnews.go.com/US/proud-boys-founder-denies-inciting-violence-responds-feels/story?id=59758209
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2021/01/14/kyle-rittenhouse-proud-boys-bar/
https://www.wpr.org/prosecutors-ask-court-ban-kyle-rittenhouse-going-bars-associating-proud-boys
https://www.wpr.org/prosecutors-ask-court-ban-kyle-rittenhouse-going-bars-associating-proud-boys
https://freerepublic.com/focus/f-bloggers/3950526/posts
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/24/916497045/as-pro-trump-caravans-hit-roads-across-u-s-organizers-are-upbeat-despite-tension
https://militia.watch/read/zello-operator-ii/
https://www.ksat.com/news/local/2020/09/08/officials-take-action-after-image-of-blm-flag-dragged-under-pickup-truck-at-new-braunfels-trump-rally-surfaces/
https://www.ksat.com/news/local/2020/09/08/officials-take-action-after-image-of-blm-flag-dragged-under-pickup-truck-at-new-braunfels-trump-rally-surfaces/
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-8903665/Anti-Trump-protester-screams-hope-children-raped-killed-clashes-NYPD.html
https://twitter.com/LRedSchoolHouse/status/1322984460153925634
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-06-03/why-vehicle-attacks-against-protesters-are-rising
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-06-03/why-vehicle-attacks-against-protesters-are-rising
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/21/us/politics/republican-anti-protest-laws.html
https://newrepublic.com/article/162163/republicans-anti-riot-laws-cars
https://www.vice.com/en/article/88n95a/florida-anti-rioting-law-will-make-it-much-easier-to-run-over-protesters-with-cars
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In the aftermath of Floyd’s killing, demonstrations associated with the BLM movement proliferated across the country, 
with a spike in both the number of demonstration events (black line in graph on the following page) as well as the num-
ber of states home to these demonstrations (orange area in graph on the following page). Following the subsequent 
crackdown on BLM activism, demonstrations associated with the movement diminished, as did their geographic spread 
across the country. However, in recent months, the number of BLM-associated demonstrations, as well as the geograph-
ic spread of these events, has begun to rise and expand again (see graph on  the following page). 

Last month, over 500 pro-BLM demonstrations were reported around the country — more than in any month since 
September of last year. One of the drivers behind this upward trend was the trial of Derek Chauvin — the former police 
officer ultimately found guilty for murdering George Floyd — which spurred a resurgence of national-level organizing. 
An Ipsos snap poll in the hours after the guilty verdict indicated that Americans overwhelmingly approved the decision 
at 71% (USA Today, 21 April 2021).

At the same time, the verdict came on the heels of a series of new police killings of Black, Indigenous, and people of 
color (BIPOC). Organizing around these killings also contributed to the recent spike in pro-BLM demonstrations, with 
the Chauvin trial conducted in stark juxtaposition to the shooting of Daunte Wright, for example, which took place on 11 
April in Brooklyn Center, Minnesota, not far from Minneapolis where George Floyd was killed (AP, 14 April 2021). Other 
contemporaneous police killings included that of Adam Toledo on 29 March in Chicago, Illinois (AP, 15 April 2021); Mario 
Gonzales on 19 April in Oakland, California (Mercury News, 27 April 2021); Ma’Khia Bryant on 20 April in Columbus, 
Ohio (CBS News, 22 April 2021); and Andrew Brown, Jr. on 21 April in Elizabeth City, North Carolina (NY Times, 28 
April 2021); among others. 

Despite the Chauvin verdict, the Black community continues to face discrimination and police violence. Police officers 
continue to enjoy widespread impunity for abuses of power (NBC, 21 April 2021). And the country continues to grapple 

LOOKING FORWARD

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2021/04/21/chauvin-verdict-poll-majority-approve-guilty-finding/7316788002/
https://apnews.com/article/daunte-wright-shooting-minnesota-f70fb7fc4c205740507b7ec53d7315f0
https://apnews.com/article/adam-toledo-chicago-police-shooting-video-0777ebc110898733ee78b91311d71a71
https://www.mercurynews.com/2021/04/27/alameda-releases-video-showing-police-pin-mario-gonzalez-to-the-ground-before-his-death/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/makhia-braynt-shooting-more-bodycam-video-new-protests/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/28/us/andrew-brown-jr-shooting-north-carolina.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/derek-chauvin-verdict-start-change-not-likely-experts-say-n1264883
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with the threat of white supremacy — and particularly its intersections with government and law enforcement — in the 
wake of the Capitol attack (AP, 14 January 2021). 

Having sustained protests for a year since Floyd’s murder, the BLM movement will continue as well. Demonstrations are 
on the rise again, and some activists and politicians claim that police reform has gained “momentum” in the aftermath 
of Chauvin’s trial (CBS, 21 April 2021). Conversely, even as 95% of all pro-BLM demonstrations since the start of this 
year have been non-violent — suggesting that the protests have only gotten more peaceful — 41% of Americans remain 
opposed to the movement (Civiqs, 18 May 2021), meaning that disagreement and disinformation around its core goals 
will continue to fuel tension. Simultaneously, lawmakers have pushed forward with new legislation that will only make 
it more difficult for peaceful protesters to mobilize, all while enabling a more forceful crackdown on future activism. A 
year on from Floyd’s death, the unrest of 2020 is far from over the horizon.

The need for the real-time monitoring of these trends has never been more crucial, and ACLED will continue to offer public 
access to the latest data on American political violence and protest patterns as they evolve.

https://apnews.com/article/white-supremacy-threats-capitol-riots-2d4ba4d1a3d55197489d773b3e0b0f32
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/police-reform-george-floyd-justice-in-policing-act-momentum/
https://civiqs.com/results/black_lives_matter?annotations=true&uncertainty=true&zoomIn=true
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