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A pattern of white supremacist-related killings has provoked discussion about the 

definition of terrorism, and dangers to the public.  
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On 27 May 2017, the Resistance Report web site published an article containing the claim that in 

one week, “white terrorists” in the United States had killed far more Americans than refugees 

had in the previous four decades:  

President Trump is quick to condemn Muslim terrorist attacks, but he has been largely silent 

about hate crimes carried out by white terrorists. 

After the latest hate crime in Portland, Oregon — in which white supremacist Jeremy Christian 

killed Ricky Best and Taliesin Namkai-Meche on a train after they attempted to stop him from 

berating two Muslim women — three people have been killed by white terrorists in the last 

week. The other hate crime-related murder happened at the University of Maryland, when 23-

year-old Richard Collins III was stabbed to death by Sean Urbanski. Collins was just 

commissioned as a lieutenant in the United States Army.  

Conversely, no refugees hailing from any of the countries included in Trump’s Muslim ban have 

ever killed any Americans. 

This is an interesting set of claims, and reflects a wave of news articles and analyses in 2017 that 

compares the threat from Muslim extremism and Middle Eastern refugees with that from right-

wing and white nationalist violent extremism.  

On 31 May 2017, Mehdi Hasan wrote in The Intercept: 

For far too long, those of us who have warned of the threat from far-right, white supremacist 

terrorists have been accused of trying to shift attention away from the threat of ISIS and Al 

Qaeda — of acting as Muslim apologists. 

http://archive.is/3D2Q1
https://theintercept.com/2017/05/31/the-numbers-dont-lie-white-far-right-terrorists-pose-a-clear-danger-to-us-all/


For far too long, a veritable industry of politicians, pundits, and self-styled security “experts” 

have strived to minimize the domestic terror threat from far-right groups while inflating the 

threat from foreign jihadists. 

In March 2017, Esther Yu Hsi Lee wrote an analysis piece for Think Progress, entitled: 

Trump lied. Right-wing extremists — not foreigners — commit more terror attacks in the U.S. 

In May 2017, the Anti-Defamation League wrote in a major report on right-wing extremism: 

Far more attention in recent years has been given to the threat of homegrown radical Islamic 

terror — a danger that has generated such horrific acts as the Orlando and San Bernardino 

shooting sprees. Yet the very real specter of radical Islamic terror in the United States has existed 

alongside an equally serious threat of terror from right-wing extremist groups and individuals. 

Both movements have generated shooting sprees, bombings, and a wide variety of plots and 

conspiracies. Both pose threats so significant that to ignore either would be to invite tragedy. 

There a few problems with the Resistance Report article published on 27 May 2017, but it 

provides a helpful platform to take a proper look at some of the issues surrounding violent 

extremism of various kinds, and measuring its impact in human lives. 

Deaths caused by terrorism perpetrated by refugees  

A 2016 study by the conservative-leaning think tank the Cato Institute found that between 1975 

and 2015, some twenty individuals who entered the U.S. as refugees had attempted or carried 

out a terrorist attack. 

These attacks led to a total of three deaths, all of them related to two attacks conducted in 1975 

and and 1976 by three anti-Castro Cubans who had arrived in the U.S. as refugees:  

Of the 3,252,493 refugees admitted from 1975 to the end of 2015, 20 were terrorists, which 

amounted to 0.00062 percent of the total. In other words, one terrorist entered as a refugee for 

every 162,625 refugees who were not terrorists. 

Refugees were not very successful at killing Americans in terrorist attacks. Of the 20, only three 

were successful in their attacks, killing a total of three people and imposing a total human cost of 

$45 million, or $13.84 per refugee visa issued. The three refugee terrorists were Cubans who 

committed their attacks in the 1970s and were admitted before the Refugee Act of 1980 created 

the modern rigorous refugee-screening procedures currently in place. 

The report estimated that between 1975 and 2015: 

The chance that an American would be killed in a terrorist attack committed by a refugee was 1 

in 3.64 billion a year. 

Deaths caused by “white terrorists” 

There are two major problems here, which you’ve probably spotted already: “white” and 

“terrorists.” 

https://thinkprogress.org/trump-false-claim-foreign-born-domestic-attacks-54e99b0e11b6
https://www.adl.org/sites/default/files/documents/CR_5154_25YRS%20RightWing%20Terrorism_V5.pdf
https://www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/terrorism-immigration-risk-analysis
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A58297-2005Apr16.html
http://www.nytimes.com/1981/05/31/world/2-cuban-exiles-acquitted-at-retrial-of-letelier-murder.html


The Resistance Report article cites a number of recent killings involving white suspects, where 

racism, xenophobia or Islamophobia appear to have been motivating factors.  

However, the ethnicity of a perpetrator can sometimes be a tricky matter. Consider the 2012 

death of Trayvon Martin, a black teenager, in Sanford, Florida. That shooting, and George 

Zimmerman’s subsequent acquittal on second-degree murder charges, sparked a wave of protests 

and public debate about violence against young black men, and the Justice Department opened a 

federal hate crime investigation into the killing, before closing the case without bringing civil 

rights charges against Zimmerman.  

The racial dynamic in the killing and the subsequent trial was complicated by the fact 

that Zimmerman identifies as Hispanic through his mother, who was born in Peru. Although 

“Hispanic” is an ethnic designation rather than a racial one, it underlines the complexity of 

applying a strict and straightforward racial dynamic to some acts of violence.  

Similarly, the race, ethnicity or religion of a victim of violence can sometimes belie the racial, 

ethnic and religious dynamics at play in an attack.  For example, Jeremy Christian is accused of 

killing Ricky John Best and Taliesin Myrddin Namkai Meche on 26 May 2017, after they 

intervened when Christian was, according to a prosecutor’s affidavit, directing a barrage of 

Islamophobic abuse and threats at two African-American teenagers on a Portland, Oregon train. 

The deceased in this attack are two white men, as is the suspect, but it would be difficult to argue 

that there was not a significant racial and Islamophobic dimension to the crime, based on the 

prosecutor’s affidavit, which was in turn gathered from police and witness statements.  

And finally, individuals who are white can engage in violent extremism that is not motivated by 

white supremacism or antipathy towards racial, ethnic or religious minorities. 

Consider, for example: the 1970s bombing campaign of the Weather Underground, a far-left 

militant organization led predominately by middle-class white men and women; the history of 

violent attacks on abortion providers; and violence motivated by animal rights and 

environmentalism. Then there are converts to Islam who become radicalized and engage in 

violent Muslim extremism, the most prominent example being Adam Gadahn, a white American 

of Jewish heritage, raised a Christian, who converted to Islam and became a senior figure in Al-

Qaeda before being killed in a 2015 U.S. drone strike near the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. 

It should be noted here, though, that anti-Semitism and homophobia have been motivating 

factors in both Muslim and far-right extremist violence. 

Deaths caused by violent far-right extremism 

The Emanuel AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina, site of a 2015 massacre by white 

supremacist Dylann Roof. 

According to a major report published by the Government Accountability Office in April 2017, 

there were 62 fatal “far-right violent extremist-motivated attacks” leading to 106 deaths between 

12 September 2001 and 31 December 2016. The most lethal of these, according to the report, 

https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/federal-officials-close-investigation-death-trayvon-martin
https://web.archive.org/web/20120406122016/http:/hosted.ap.org/dynamic/stories/U/US_NEIGHBORHOOD_WATCH_WHITE_OR_HISPANIC?SITE=AP&SECTION=HOME&TEMPLATE=DEFAULT
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2017/05/27/man-fatally-stabs-2-on-portland-ore-train-after-they-interrupted-his-anti-muslim-rants-police-say/
http://static.snopes.com/app/uploads/2017/06/Affidavit-Probable-Cause-6-7-2017-09.08.12-50595981-06D496EB-F2AD-4908-92FE-E3BCD53E11EA.tif
https://www.fbi.gov/history/famous-cases/weather-underground-bombings
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/11/29/us/30abortion-clinic-violence.html
https://archives.fbi.gov/archives/news/testimony/animal-rights-extremism-and-ecoterrorism
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/apr/23/adam-gadahn-drone-strike-al-qaida
http://www.gao.gov/assets/690/683984.pdf


was white supremacist Dylann Roof’s June 2015 shooting massacre at the American Emanuel 

AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina, which killed nine people. 

According to START (the University of Maryland’s National Consortium for the Study of 

Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism), there were 81 fatal far-right extremist attacks in the U.S. 

between 12 September 2001 and 31 December 2014, leading to 131 deaths. 

Remember that the Cato Institute report found that over a far longer time period (1975-2015), 

people who arrived in the country as refugees had attempted or carried out 20 terrorist attacks, 

killing a total of three people. So the data clearly shows that fatal attacks by far-right extremists 

are several dozens of times more common than terrorist attacks by refugees. Remember, too, that 

the only refugee-led attacks to have been fatal were carried out by anti-Castro Cubans, not 

Muslim extremists.  

“One week” 

Now to look at the even more specific claim made in the Resistance Report article: “White 

Terrorists Killed More Americans This Week Than Refugees Have in 40 Years.” 

The week in question is the week of 20 May 2017. During that time, the article points out, 

Richard Collins — a newly-commissioned U.S. Army Lieutenant and a black man — was 

stabbed to death on the campus of the University of Maryland.  Sean Urbanski, who is white, is 

charged with his murder. Police say Urbanski approached Collins and his friends with a knife 

and shouted: “Step left, step left, if you know what’s good for you!” 

When Collins said “No”, Urbanski reportedly stabbed him in the chest.  

University of Maryland Police Chief David Mitchell said Urbanski was a member of the “Alt-

Reich” Facebook group, which he described as “despicable” and said exhibited “extreme bias 

against women, Latinos, members of the Jewish faith and especially, African-Americans.” 

Gordon Johnson, Special Agent in Charge of the FBI’s Baltimore field office, said the Bureau 

would be assisting in the investigation to see whether the killing might rise to the level of a hate 

crime — that is, whether it was motivated by racial bias. According to the Baltimore Sun, some 

witnesses also told police that Urbanski appeared “intoxicated and incoherent” at the time of the 

attack. 

Urbanski appears to have at least some association with an online far-right extremist group, but 

as of June 2017, it had not been established that racism was a motivating factor in the killing of 

Richard Collins, and that aspect of the investigation was still underway.  

The second incident highlighted in the Resistance Report article is the fatal stabbing of Ricky 

John Best and Taliesin Myrddin Namkai Meche on a Portland train on 26 May 2017. Both 

victims were white, like the suspect, and while a prosecutor’s affidavit said Christian had been 

engaging in racial and Islamophobic abuse on the train, the affidavit also describes a physical 

confrontation between Christian and three other men in the immediate run-up to the stabbings. 

It’s even less clear whether this attack would reasonably qualify as terrorism.  

https://www.start.umd.edu/pubs/START_ECDB_IslamistFarRightHomicidesUS_Infographic_Feb2017.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rmwKUozbTtU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rmwKUozbTtU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rmwKUozbTtU
http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/maryland/crime/bs-md-umd-stabbing-arrest-20170521-story.html
http://static.snopes.com/app/uploads/2017/06/Affidavit-Probable-Cause-6-7-2017-09.08.12-50595981-06D496EB-F2AD-4908-92FE-E3BCD53E11EA.tif


“Terrorists” 

This is perhaps the most difficult part of the Resistance Report article, which refers to “white 

terrorists”, and touches on a sometimes intense debate about what does and doesn’t qualify as 

terrorism.  

The FBI defines terrorism as including: 

….The unlawful use of force and violence against persons or property to intimidate or coerce a 

government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in furtherance of political or social 

objectives. 

Note that this does not specifically include threats of violence that stop short of actual physical 

violence, but does include violence against property, which may not involve physical harm to 

people. The Department of Homeland Security, meanwhile, defines terrorism in this way: 

Any activity that involves an act that is dangerous to human life or potentially destructive to 

critical infrastructure or key resources, and is a violation of the criminal laws of the United States 

or of any state or other subdivision of the United States and appears to be intended to intimidate 

or coerce a civilian population to influence the policy of a government by intimidation or 

coercion, or to affect the conduct of a government by mass destruction, assassination, or 

kidnapping. 

The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines it as: 

The unlawful use or threat of violence especially against the state or the public as a politically 

motivated means of attack or coercion. 

What’s common to these definitions is a political dimension, in the broader sense of that word. 

To be labelled terrorism, an act has to be engaged in a direct way with public affairs. It must be 

motivated by advancing some cause, bringing attention to it by deliberately creating a spectacle, 

disrupting government, changing policy, or creating fear so as to influence political decisions or 

change behavior.  

Under these definitions, at least, it does not appear sufficient for an act to be merely motivated 

by hatred or prejudice against individuals of a certain race, ethnicity, religion, or sexual 

orientation — a motive that amounts, legally speaking, to a hate crime. Often, terrorist acts are 

not motivated by any prejudice or hatred towards any societal group. For example, the far-

left Weather Underground group targeted strategically important government, military and police 

buildings — but not specific social groups — in a wave of bombings during the 1970s. 

The line between terrorism and hate crime can be blurry and elusive. Take, for example, the case 

of James Harris Jackson, a white resident of Baltimore, Maryland, who told police he had 

travelled to New York City on 17 March 2017 for the specific purpose of killing black men. 

Three days after he arrived, Jackson stabbed 66-year-old Timothy Caughman to death with a 

sword on a street corner in the Chelsea neighborhood of Manhattan before turning himself into 

police later that night and confessing to the murder.  

https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/28/0.85
https://info.publicintelligence.net/DHS-ExtremismLexicon.pdf
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/terrorism
https://www.fbi.gov/history/famous-cases/weather-underground-bombings
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/23/nyregion/james-harris-jackson-timothy-caughman.html


This appears to be a fairly clear-cut example of a racially-motivated attack, and Jackson 

was charged with a hate crime (as well as first-degree murder). However, the prosecutor also 

added a terrorism charge in this case, because, according to New York County District Attorney 

Cyrus Vance: 

[Jackson] chose Midtown as his crime scene because Manhattan is the media capital of the 

world, and a place where people of different races live together and love one another. 

Jackson’s crime, as well as being racially motivated, was intended for public consumption. 

However, other crimes which appear to more closely meet these criteria for terrorism do not end 

up carrying such charges. For example, Dylann Roof wrote white supremacist manifestoes both 

before and after he shot to death nine black congregants at the American Emmanuel AME 

Church in Charleston, South Carolina in June 2015, later saying that he committed the crime in 

the hope of sparking a race war. 

This was clearly a massacre that was intended for public consumption, planned to create a 

spectacle, motivated by a racist ideology, and perpetrated in the hope of encouraging others to do 

likewise — all descriptions that would appear to meet the “terrorism” criteria applied in the case 

of James Harris Jackson.  However, Roof was not charged with terrorism, but rather was charged 

in federal court — and convicted — of several hate crimes, including “obstruction of exercise of 

religion resulting in death” and “use of a firearm to commit murder during and in relation to his 

hate crimes,” among others. 

Prosecutors sometimes avoid terrorism charges, not because they are inappropriate to a crime, 

but because they can be difficult to prosecute and require significant resources, or because 

existing charges are already likely to carry life sentences or the death penalty and the addition of 

terrorism charges would not increase the punishment for a crime.  

With those problems of definition in mind, here are some numbers comparing violent far-right 

extremism (or far-right terrorism, if you prefer) with violent Muslim extremism (or Islamic 

terrorism, if you prefer).  

Deaths from Muslim extremism vs far-right extremism 

A major April 2017 report by the Government Accountability Office tracked incidents of far-

right and Muslim extremist violence, and concluded the following: 

Between 12 September 2001 and 31 December 2016, there were 23 fatal “Radical Islamist 

Violent Extremist-Motivated Attacks,” resulting in a total of 119 deaths in the United States. In 

the same time period, there were 62 fatal “far-right violent extremist-motivated attacks”, leading 

to 106 deaths. 

Just two events account for more than half of the 119 deaths resulting from Muslim extremist 

attacks: the December 2015 San Bernardino attack, which killed 14 people, and the June 2016 

Pulse night club attack, which killed 49 people. 

http://manhattanda.org/press-release/da-vance-james-jackson-indicted-charges-murder-first-and-second-degrees-among-other-ch
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/05/us/no-regrets-from-dylann-roof-in-jailhouse-manifesto.html
https://www.justice.gov/usao-sc/pr/federal-jury-sentences-dylann-storm-roof-death
http://www.gao.gov/assets/690/683984.pdf


According to the University of Maryland’s START consortium, between 12 September 2001 and 

2016 there were 31 fatal “Islamist extremist” attacks, leading to 119 deaths.  In the same time 

period, there were 89 “far-right extremist” attacks, resulting in a total of 158 deaths.  

So both data sources agree that far-right extremist attacks are far more common, but they differ 

on the total number of deaths, with one source concluding that Muslim extremist violence has 

killed slightly more people (119 deaths, as opposed to 106), and another concluding that far-right 

extremist violence has killed significantly more (158 deaths, as opposed to 119).  

According to START, Muslim extremist violence killed seven times more people than far-right 

extremist violence between 1990 and 2016, despite five times fewer fatal attacks.  However, this 

period included the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing and the attacks of 11 September 2001, the two 

deadliest terrorist incidents in American history. When those outliers are removed from the 

figures, according to START, far-right extremist violence caused 272 deaths between 1990 and 

2016 — more than twice as many as the 130 deaths from Islamic extremism during the same 

period. 

So whether Muslim or far-right extremists have killed more Americans depends on how you 

measure such incidents and which source you use. And sorting through attacks and placing them 

in the categories of “terrorism”, “violent extremism” or “hate crimes” can sometimes be 

extremely complicated.  

But when it comes to extremist violence perpetrated by refugees, the numbers are unequivocal. 

In the four decades between 1975 and 2015, only 20 individuals who arrived in the U.S. as 

refugees either attempted or carried out a terrorist attack – resulting in three deaths. And, of most 

relevance to President Donald Trump’s proposed immigration ban, all three of those 

killings were perpetrated by anti-Castro refugees. 

Not a single death has resulted from terrorist activity by a Muslim extremist refugee. 

 

https://www.start.umd.edu/pubs/START_ECDB_IslamistFarRightHomicidesUS_Infographic_Feb2017.pdf
https://www.start.umd.edu/pubs/START_ECDB_IslamistFarRightHomicidesUS_Infographic_Feb2017.pdf

