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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the impacts of white supremacy on Jews’ freedom of religion 

in the United States. In what ways is the American white supremacist movement a 

threat to Jews’ freedom of religion, and to what extent is the federal state protecting 

this right in accordance with Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights (ICCPR)? By using the Legal Analytical Method, and by applying 

Daniel Ian Rubin’s approach to Critical Race Theory (CRT), this thesis finds that 

the white supremacist movement is threatening Jews’ freedom of religion in three 

main ways: through physical attacks, psychological intimidation, and economic 

effects. Although the state provides Jewish communities with some protection from 

white supremacists, recent antisemitic attacks show that the U.S. government could 

do more to ensure that American Jews can fully enjoy Article 18 of the ICCPR. 

 

Key Words: Freedom of religion, the ICCPR, critical race theory, the white 

supremacist movement, white supremacy, antisemitism. 

  



 
 

Table of Contents 

 

Introduction ........................................................................................................... 1 

Problem ........................................................................................................................... 1 

Purpose ........................................................................................................................... 3 

Research Questions......................................................................................................... 3 

Methodological Approach .................................................................................... 4 

Reflection on Method ...................................................................................................... 4 

Theoretical Framework .................................................................................................. 4 

Material .......................................................................................................................... 6 

Limitations ...................................................................................................................... 6 

The Need for More Research .......................................................................................... 7 

Disposition ...................................................................................................................... 8 

Previous Research and Historical Background .................................................. 9 

What is White Supremacy? ............................................................................................. 9 

Historical Background and Implications Today ........................................................... 11 

White Supremacy Today: Trends and Sub-Groups Within the Movement .................... 18 

The Danger of Normalizing White Supremacy ............................................................. 21 

Analysis of Research Question 1 ........................................................................ 24 

Antisemitism Among White Supremacists ..................................................................... 24 

Article 18 of the ICCPR and General Comment No. 22 ............................................... 25 

Physical Threats and Previous Attacks......................................................................... 27 

Psychological Implications ........................................................................................... 29 

Securitization at Houses of Worship ............................................................................. 31 

A Critical View on Securitization ................................................................................. 33 

Analysis of Research Question 2 ........................................................................ 37 

Offering Grants and Providing Security ....................................................................... 37 

The Importance of Collecting Accurate Data ............................................................... 40 

Passing of Legislation ................................................................................................... 43 

Fight Against White Supremacist Violence vs. “War on Terror” ................................ 46 

Coordination ................................................................................................................. 48 

The Growing Role of the Internet and Social Media .................................................... 50 

Prevention Through Education ..................................................................................... 53 

Critique on Article 18 of the ICCPR ............................................................................. 56 

Conclusions .......................................................................................................... 58 

 



 
 

Abbreviations 

 

ADL Anti-Defamation League 

CERD Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 

CISA Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency 

CRT Critical Race Theory 

DHS Department of Homeland Security 

FBI Federal Bureau of Investigation 

FEMA Federal Emergency Management Agency 

HRC Human Rights Committee 

HSAC Homeland Security Advisory Council 

ICCPR International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

ICE Immigration and Customs Enforcement 

KKK Ku Klux Klan 

PSA Protective Security Advisor 

RMVE Racially or Ethnically Motivated Violent Extremist 

UDHR Universal Declaration of Human Rights



1 
 

Introduction 

Problem 

In the Summer of 2017, the “Unite the Right” rally took place in Charlottesville, 

Virginia. The demonstrators consisted of several right-wing extremist groups and 

individuals, among them white supremacists.1 In particular, they protested against 

the city’s decision to remove the statue of Confederate general Robert E. Lee and 

to change the name of a park in Charlottesville that was named after him.2 On 

August 12, a right-wing extremist drove into a crowd of counter-protesters with his 

car in Charlottesville, killing one person and injuring 19 others.3 The “Unite the 

Right” rally also featured hate speech against the Jewish minority. Chants such as 

“Jews will not replace us” could be heard among right-wing demonstrators.4 Hate 

speech against the Jewish people illustrates a common belief among white 

supremacists; that a so-called white “race” would be superior to other “races”. 

 

The events in Charlottesville have contributed to a growing debate about the 

possible dangers of white supremacy and domestic terrorism in the United States. 

In May 2021, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and the Department of 

Homeland Security (DHS) published a joint report that discusses current threats of 

domestic terrorism in the United States.5 Included in the report is a list of recent 

years’ most significant domestic terrorist attacks. Several of the terrorist attacks 

mentioned in the report were specifically targeted at the Jewish minority. In 

particular, a number of domestic terrorist attacks in the United States have been 

targeted at synagogues, which is an important place for worship for many practicing 

 
1 Byman, Daniel, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”. Studies in Conflict and Ter-
rorism. Published in July 2021, 14; Peters, Michael A. and Tina Besley, “White Supremacism: The 
Tragedy of Charlottesville”. Educational Philosophy and Theory. Vol. 49, No. 14, 2017, 1309; Bar-
On, Tamir and Bàrbara Molas, The Right and Radical Right in the Americas. Lexington Books, The 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc., Lanham, Maryland, 2022, 192. 
2 Phillips, Joe and Joseph Yi, “Charlottesville Paradox: The ‘Liberalizing’ Alt-Right, ‘Authoritarian’ 
Left, and Politics of Dialogue”. Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, Part of Springer Nature 
2018, Vol. 55, No. 3, 2018, 221; Zhang, Chenghui, “Media Framing of Color-Blind Racism: A Con-
tent Analysis of the Charlottesville Rally*”. Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, Part of Springer 
Nature 2021. Vol. 13, No. 4, 2021, 330. 
3 Phillips and Yi, “Charlottesville Paradox: The ‘Liberalizing’ Alt-Right, ‘Authoritarian’ Left, and Pol-
itics of Dialogue”, 228; Peters and Besley, “White Supremacism: The Tragedy of Charlottesville”, 
1309. 
4 Peters and Besley, “White Supremacism: The Tragedy of Charlottesville”, 1309. 
5 Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) & U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS), “Strategic 
Intelligence Assessment and Data on Domestic Terrorism”. 2021. 
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Jews. An example of such an attack is when Robert Bowers killed 11 people at the 

Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in 2018.6 Bowers believed in 

the conspiracy theory that immigration to the U.S. is a Jewish plot that seeks to 

“pollute” the “white race”.7 The FBI identified him as a Racially or Ethnically 

Motivated Violent Extremist (RMVE).8 What happened in Charlottesville, along 

with several white supremacist attacks such as the deadly attack at the Pittsburgh 

synagogue, bring important questions to the fore, such as how white supremacy is 

a threat to human rights, and to what extent the American state is protecting the 

rights of the Jewish minority in the United States today. 

 

Since the UN General Assembly adopted the UN Charter in 1945 and the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948, several legal human rights 

instruments have been created on both international and regional levels with the 

overall aim to protect human rights.9 One of the main international human rights 

instruments today is the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(ICCPR). The ICCPR was entered into force in 1976 and is a legally binding 

document to all State Parties.10 The United States ratified the ICCPR in 1992.11 The 

U.S. state therefore has a legal obligation to implement the Convention’s 

provisions, as stated in Article 2 (Paragraph 1) of the ICCPR: “Each State Party to 

the present Covenant undertakes to respect and to ensure to all individuals within 

its territory and subject to its jurisdiction the rights recognized in the present 

Covenant, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, 

religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other 

 
6 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 11. 
7 Center for American Progress, “How White Supremacy Returned to Mainstream Politics” by Si-
mon Clark. Published in 2020, Downloaded in 2022. https://www.americanprogress.org/arti-
cle/white-supremacy-returned-mainstream-politics/ 
8 Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) & U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS), “Strategic 
Intelligence Assessment and Data on Domestic Terrorism”, 38. 
9 Moeckli, Daniel, Sangeeta Shah and Sandesh Sivakumaran. David Harris (Consultant Editor), In-
ternational Human Rights Law. Third Edition. Oxford University Press, New York, the United 
States of America, 2018, 66–67. 
10 The United Nations General Assembly, “International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights” (IC-
CPR). Article 2, Paragraph 1. Resolution 2200A (XXI). 1966. https://www.ohchr.org/en/profes-
sionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx 
11 OHCHR, “Status of Ratification: Interactive Dashboard”. Downloaded in 2022. https://indica-
tors.ohchr.org/ 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
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status.”12 Of course, this obligation includes Article 18 of the Convention which 

concerns the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. Article 18 of the 

ICCPR will be of particular relevance for the analysis and discussion, as the thesis 

sets out to examine how the contemporary American white supremacist movement 

constitutes a threat to this right and to what extent the federal state is protecting the 

religious freedom of Jews in the United States. 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of the thesis is to examine the impacts of white supremacy on Jews’ 

freedom of religion in the United States. As the research questions below will 

explain further, this will include an analysis about how white supremacy is a threat 

to freedom of religion, as well as how the U.S. state is reacting to this threat in 

accordance with its legal obligations to Public International Law. The thesis will 

also identify several challenges that complicate the state’s efforts to uphold its 

obligations. The key contribution of the thesis is to apply Daniel Ian Rubin’s 

theoretical perspective about how Critical Race Theory (CRT) could be extended 

to include Jews in the United States. By applying Rubin’s theory, the thesis will 

emphasize the contemporary dangers of white supremacy and the importance of 

urgent state action. 

 

Research Questions  

The thesis seeks to answer the following questions: 

● In what ways does the white supremacist movement constitute a threat to 

Jews’ freedom of religion in the United States? 

● To what extent is the state protecting Jews’ freedom of religion from the 

white supremacist movement in accordance with Article 18 of the ICCPR? 

  

 
12 The United Nations General Assembly, “International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights” (IC-
CPR). Article 2, Paragraph 1. Resolution 2200A (XXI). 1966.  
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Methodological Approach 

Reflection on Method 

The thesis will use the Legal Analytical Method, which is a method that has been 

discussed by Claes Sandgren in his book Rättsvetenskap för uppsatsförfattare.13. 

The Legal Analytical Method builds upon the Legal Dogmatic Method (LDM). In 

comparison to LDM, the Legal Analytical Method has a more critical approach and 

is open to a bigger diversity of sources. In other words, it is possible to use not only 

sources of International Law, but also journalistic articles, statistics, etcetera. By 

using the Legal Analytical Method, it is possible to critically analyze the writing or 

content of a right itself. In other words, the author can use the Legal Analytical 

Method to show the potential flaws with a certain right, for example if the right is 

based on false assumptions or is difficult to transform into practice. In this thesis, 

the Legal Analytical Method will be used when criticizing the formulation, and as 

such the effectiveness, of Article 18 of the ICCPR. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Daniel Ian Rubin’s theoretical approach to Critical Race Theory (CRT) will be used 

to help answer the research questions. Critical race theorists argue that “race” is a 

social construction, and that racism is not only found on an individual level, but 

above all is a systemic issue that needs to be properly challenged. As Delgado and 

Stefancic have pointed out, CRT examines the relationship between race, racism 

and power.14 CRT was created in the 1970s by activists, lawyers and academics in 

Law who found that racism and racial discrimination remain critical issues in the 

United States despite the advances of the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s. CRT 

has been inspired by other academic fields, in particular Critical Legal Studies and 

Radical Feminism. Today, CRT is sometimes combined with intersectionality, 

which is a theory that highlights how different systems of oppression (for instance 

related to race, class, ability, and gender) may intersect. In similarity to several other 

critical theories, such as Postcolonialism, CRT is not only an academic perspective, 

 
13 Sandgren, Claes, Rättsvetenskap för uppsatsförfattare, Edition 4:1. Norstedts Juridik AB. 
Wydawnictwo Diecezjalne, Poland, 2018, 50–52. 
14 Delgado, Richard and Jean Stefancic, Critical Race Theory: An Introduction, Third Edition. New 
York University Press, New York, 2017, 3–4. 
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but also contains political ambitions. In other words, critical race theorists not only 

want to bring more attention to the critical issues of systemic racism, but they also 

have an activist approach and seek to make political change. 

 

The analysis will draw upon Daniel Ian Rubin’s approach to Critical Race Theory. 

Rubin asserts that antisemitism, for instance in the United States, has not been 

adequately addressed within the Critical Race Theory framework.15 While 

acknowledging the diversity of Jews in the United States, Rubin argues that 

although most Jews in an American context are able to pass as “white” and therefore 

gain access to white privilege (the majority of the Jewish population in the U.S. are 

Ashkenazi Jews, who originate from Central and Eastern Europe), it must 

simultaneously be addressed that Jews continue to face persecution on the basis of 

their (socially constructed) race. Indeed, racism against Jews – for instance in the 

form of antisemitic hate crimes and terrorist attacks – remains a critical issue in the 

United States. As reported by the FBI, about 60 percent of religion-based hate 

crimes in the U.S. were aimed at Jewish targets in 2019.16 This was a 14 percent 

increase from 2018.17 While some Jews can become targets both because of their 

Jewish identity and because of other grounds – for example the color of their skin 

– the majority of American Jews have what Rubin calls an “insider/outsider status”; 

they operate in a system in which they are privileged from their perceived whiteness 

– but they are also victims of antisemitic racism.18 White Jews are, in other words, 

both privileged from their whiteness, and racialized because of their Jewish identity. 

Accordingly, Rubin suggests that the diversity of Jews, as well as the “complicated 

positionality” of white Jews, should be addressed more often within CRT.19 

 

The thesis will use phrases such as “Rubin’s theory” or “Rubin’s approach to CRT” 

to refer to his theoretical ideas about how Jews in the U.S. should be included more 

 
15 Rubin, Daniel I, “H*bcrit: A New Dimension of Critical Race Theory”. Social Identities, Vol. 26, 
No. 4, 2020, 501–502. 
16 Freedom House, “Freedom in the World 2021: United States”. Published in 2021, Downloaded 
in 2022. https://freedomhouse.org/country/united-states/freedom-world/2021 
17 It should be noted that the FBI defines hate crimes specifically targeted against the Jewish mi-
nority as religion-based hate crimes, whereas white supremacists would typically view the same 
group as a race. 
18 Rubin, “H*bcrit: A New Dimension of Critical Race Theory”, 506. 
19 Ibid. 

https://freedomhouse.org/country/united-states/freedom-world/2021
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often in the CRT framework. In his article, Rubin uses a term for his theory that is 

usually seen as a derogatory term to Jews.20 Although Rubin, who identifies as a 

Jew himself, asserts that he “reclaims” the term by using it in a new way and I 

respect that decision, such terminology will not be applied in this thesis since I am 

not Jewish myself. In other words, I will use Rubin’s theoretical ideas and insights 

to help answer the research questions, but I will not use his terminology as that 

could potentially be offensive to Jews. 

 

Material 

My ambition is to have a critical approach to the material throughout the writing 

process. A variety of sources have been used and I have incorporated different 

perspectives to make the analysis more nuanced and interesting. Primary sources 

include reports and statements by U.S. federal agencies, as well as congressional 

testimonies. To make the thesis more trustworthy, I also have compared a variety 

of academic articles that bring light to different aspects that are relevant when 

answering the research questions. In addition, news articles and reports by non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) have been helpful in explaining complex 

events and trends. When using NGO reports or news articles, it is important to be 

aware that they could be dependent (completely or partially) on the financial aid of 

donors. This could potentially influence what organizations choose to write about 

and how they portray certain issues. Reports by NGOs and journalistic writings can 

nevertheless be helpful as such sources often tend to highlight important issues and 

aspects that could need more attention in academic and political fields. 

 

Limitations 

To limit the scope of research, it has been necessary to focus on the most relevant 

aspects of Public International Law when it comes to protecting the right to freedom 

of religion in the United States. Specifically, I have chosen to focus on Article 18 

of the ICCPR, which concerns the right to freedom of thought, conscience and 

religion. It is important for the reader to note that domestic laws (federal and state 

laws) will not be at the center of the analysis. Indeed, only a few laws will be 

 
20 Rubin, “H*bcrit: A New Dimension of Critical Race Theory”, 501. 
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highlighted. To get a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the issues 

that will be discussed in the thesis, the reader is therefore encouraged to search for 

more legal aspects, such as how certain laws on federal and state levels may be 

applicable in terms of protecting the religious freedom of various minorities (such 

as Jewish communities) in the United States. 

 

Geographical limitations, in this case to the United States, were necessary in the 

process of collecting material and writing the thesis. The U.S. is a relevant and 

interesting case, as the country has ratified the ICCPR which guarantees (inter alia) 

the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. At the same time, the U.S. 

has a long history of racism and has recently experienced an increase in white 

supremacist-inspired attacks.21 Moreover, statistics from the FBI show that the 

frequency of religion-based hate crimes in the United States is increasing, 

especially against the Jewish minority.22 As previously mentioned, the country has 

also experienced deadly terrorist attacks on Jewish targets in recent years. In several 

cases where Jews and/or Jewish sites were targeted, those attacks were committed 

by individuals who adhere to or in other ways support the white supremacist 

movement. 

 

The Need for More Research 

There is unfortunately a lack of studies, for example studies based in an American 

context, where contemporary issues of antisemitism are examined from a feminist 

perspective.23 In a study about the fear of antisemitism among Jews in the United 

Kingdom, however, data indicated that Jewish women are somewhat more likely to 

refrain from wearing Jewish-coded symbols compared to Jewish men. Interestingly, 

this is despite findings that British-Jewish men are targeted in antisemitic hate 

crimes more often than British-Jewish women. In future studies, it would be a good 

 
21 Homeland Security Advisory Council (HSAC), “Preventing Targeted Violence Against Faith-
Based Communities”. 2019, 34; Cross, Kelly J: “Racism is the Manifestation of White Supremacy 
and Antiracism is the Answer”. Journal of Engineering Education published by Wiley Periodicals 
LLC on behalf of American Society for Engineering Education, Vol. 104, No. 4, 2020, 626; Byman, 
Daniel, “White Supremacy, Terrorism, and the Failure of Reconstruction in the United States”. In-
ternational Security, Vol. 46, No. 1, 2021, 100. 
22 Freedom House, “Freedom in the World 2021: United States”. 
23 UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, “Elimination of All Forms of Religious 
Intolerance”, 19. 
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idea to examine antisemitism in the U.S. from an intersectional perspective, in other 

words analyze how different aspects such as gender, class, and ability may intersect 

and potentially impact expressions of antisemitism. This would enhance the 

understanding of how antisemitism can impact Jews in various ways, which is an 

important step in combating antisemitic issues, for instance in an American context. 

 

Disposition 

What follows right after this introductory chapter of the thesis is an overview of 

previous research about white supremacy in the United States, which will include a 

discussion about how to define “white supremacy”. It will also include historical 

aspects, in other words how the long history of racism in the U.S. has deep and 

significant implications for the country today. What will be discussed next is the 

danger of normalizing white supremacy. What follows next is the analysis of the 

research questions. The analysis will be divided into two main parts, where I will 

discuss one research question at a time. The analysis will also include a critique on 

Article 18 of the ICCPR, in other words discuss how the article could have been 

formulated differently to be more effective in practice. At the end of the thesis, there 

will be a summary and conclusion of the most important findings. 
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Previous Research and Historical Background 

What is White Supremacy? 

White supremacy is a complex term and can be interpreted in various ways. 

Although there is no universal definition to white supremacy, it is common among 

academics to describe it as a racist ideology, theory, belief, and/or system which 

assumes that a so-called “white race” is superior to other “races”.24 According to 

white supremacists, a hierarchy of people is both morally right and naturally given. 

Alongside these ideas, white supremacists believe that white people should be 

entitled to certain privileges compared to other groups in society.25 The meaning of 

white supremacy has been explained in various dictionaries. For example, the 

Oxford English Dictionary’s definition of white supremacy is: “The belief or theory 

that white people are superior to other peoples, and should therefore have greater 

power, authority, or status. Also: a social system based on or perpetuating the 

political, economic, and cultural dominance of white people”.26 In an attempt to 

define white supremacy, Charles W. Mills develops the Social Contract Theory, 

which is a prominent theory in Political Science that is often associated with 

philosophers and political thinkers such as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Jean-

Jacques Rousseau, and more recently John Rawls.27 Mills suggests that white 

supremacy is a political system that is maintained by powerful white people through 

“The Racial Contract”.28 Taking all of these definitions into account, it should be 

noted that white supremacy is not only an issue on the individual level, but above 

all it is a structural issue. 

 

The Jewish-American organization Anti-Defamation League (ADL) has listed four 

 
24 Belew, Kathleen and Ramón Gutiérrez, “Introduction” in Belew, Kathleen and Ramón Gutiérrez, 
A Field Guide to White Supremacy (e-book). University of California Press, Oakland, California, 
2021, 1, 5; Cross, “Racism is the Manifestation of White Supremacy and Antiracism is the An-
swer”, 626; McVeigh, Rory, “Structured Ignorance and Organized Racism in the United States”. 
The University of North Carolina Press. Social Forces, Vol. 82, No. 3, 2004, 898; Spears, Arthur K, 
“White Supremacy and Antiblackness: Theory and Lived Experience”. Journal of Linguistic Anthro-
pology, Vol. 31, No. 2, 2021, 158. 
25 Cross, “Racism is the Manifestation of White Supremacy and Antiracism is the Answer”, 626; 
McVeigh, “Structured Ignorance and Organized Racism in the United States”, 906. 
26 Oxford English Dictionary, “White supremacy”, 2022. 
27 D’Agostino, Fred, Gerald Gaus, and John Thrasher, "Contemporary Approaches to the Social 
Contract". The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2021 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.) 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/contractarianism-contemporary/ 
28 Mills, Charles, The Racial Contract (e-book). Cornell University Press, 1997, 1-3. 
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common beliefs among white supremacists.29 According to ADL, all supporters of 

white supremacy in the United States believe in at least one of the following 

assumptions. First, there is an idea that white people should have greater power in 

society compared to other groups. Second, they believe in the separation of “races”. 

Third, white supremacists view “white culture” as homogenous and superior to 

other cultures. Fourth and finally, they believe that the white “race” is genetically 

superior to other “races”. Moreover, the ADL reports that antisemitism, in other 

words racism against Jews, is central to the white supremacist movement in the 

United States as most the country’s white supremacists believe in conspiracy 

theories that Jews is a race of its own and has evil intentions. In addition, white 

supremacists claim that Jews are inferior in a system that should be, in their 

perspective, controlled and dominated by white people. The UN Special Rapporteur 

on freedom of religion or belief, Ahmed Shaheed, has specifically warned about 

antisemitism among today’s white supremacists. In a report called “Elimination of 

All Forms of Religious Intolerance” (2019), the Special Rapporteur for instance 

expresses concern about “the growing use of antisemitic tropes by white 

supremacists”.30 

 

It is not uncommon for white supremacists in the U.S. today to assert that white 

people have become victims of racial discrimination, although there is no evidence 

to support such a statement.31 Additionally, supporters of the white supremacist 

movement in the U.S. frequently believe in a conspiracy theory that Jews and the 

so-called “elite” are planning an extinction of the white “race” through the 

immigration of minority groups. This antisemitic conspiracy theory originally 

appeared in Europe and is frequently referred to as “the Great Replacement”.32 

According to the white supremacist narrative, such a trend must be met with 

immediate and strong resistance by white people, which may include violence.33 

Indeed, it is not unusual among white supremacists to justify the use of violence to 

 
29 ADL, “With Hate in their Hearts: The State of White Supremacy in the United States”. 2015, 3. 
30 UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, “Elimination of All Forms of Religious 
Intolerance”. 2019, 6. 
31 McVeigh, “Structured Ignorance and Organized Racism in the United States”, 898. 
32 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 13. 
33 ADL, “With Hate in their Hearts: The State of White Supremacy in the United States”, 4. 
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achieve their ideological goals.34 Many white supremacists in the United States, for 

example, are convinced that they should prepare themselves and build up their 

military strength as they are anticipating a race war.35 

 

Historical Background and Implications Today 

How did the white supremacist movement in the United States first appear and in 

what context? When studying white supremacy and its consequences for freedom 

of religion in the United States today, it is important to first address the lasting 

effects of the country’s long history of racism. Before analyzing to what extent the 

federal state is protecting Jews from the white supremacist movement today, it is 

important to address that, from a historic perspective, the American state has not 

done enough to protect minorities from white supremacist violence.36 The following 

paragraphs will attempt to summarize some of the most important trends and events 

in American history regarding racism (and anti-racist activism). Of course, racism 

in the U.S. is a complicated issue and because of the limits of this thesis, it will 

obviously not be possible to explain all aspects. The historical background will start 

off by highlighting the complex and profound legacies from colonialism. What will 

be explained next are the successes of the U.S. Abolitionist Movement and the 

subsequent reactions from the emerging white supremacist movement. Next, the 

historical background will explain how Black people and other minorities continued 

to be victims of oppression long after the end of the Civil War, for instance during 

the Reconstruction and Jim Crow eras. I will then go on to explain the emergence 

of the Civil Rights Movement and its implications for equal legal rights in the 

United States. Finally, the historical background will put emphasis on how racism 

remains a critical issue across the U.S. today despite important historic advances 

such as the successes of the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s, and the more 

recent Black Lives Matter demonstrations. 

 

The history of racism in America, which has left deep and complex traces in the 

 
34 Caspi, David J, Ideologically Motivated Murder: The Threat Posed by White Supremacist Groups 
(e-book). Edited by Nicholas P. Lovrich. LFB Scholarly Publishing LLC, El Paso, 2013, 16. 
35 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 15. 
36 Byman, “White Supremacy, Terrorism, and the Failure of Reconstruction in the United States”, 
58. 
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United States today, goes back to the European powers’ brutal expansion of 

colonialism. Due to the European powers’ imperialistic policies which were 

implemented on the American continent from the 15th century, Native Peoples 

became victims of oppression and were frequently displaced from their lands. 

Because of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, in which European colonizers sold and 

transported millions of Africans overseas, Black labor was systemically exploited. 

Furthermore, natural resources were stolen from colonized territories for European 

interests. In the first decades after the Declaration of Independence was adopted in 

1776, the U.S. maintained its trans-Atlantic slave trade. Although the African slave 

trade was abolished nationally in 1808 after a vote in the United States Congress, 

slave trade within Southern states continued. Moreover, slavery was inherited as 

children of slaves were born into slavery. In other words, the agricultural economies 

in the South continued to rely on the appropriation of Black labor, whereas the 

opposition to slavery was growing support in the more industrialized North. 

 

The main goal of the Abolitionist Movement, which emerged in the United States 

around the mid-18th Century and gained bigger support around the 1830s, was to 

end the practice of slavery. The white supremacist movement, in turn, emerged in 

the early 1800s among white racists in the South as a reaction to the Abolitionist 

Movement.37 Different opinions on the future of slavery in the U.S. led to deep 

polarization in the country. Political tensions regarding the slave issue were evident 

especially between states in the North and the South. Whereas politicians in the 

Northern states generally were against the practice of slavery at this point, the 

majority of people with political influence in the South had the opposite view. As 

the Republic politician Abraham Lincoln, who was an opponent to slavery, was 

elected as president in 1860, Southern states intended to leave the union and 

therefore declared an independent state called “the Confederate States of America”. 

This controversial move upset the North and growing tensions between states in the 

North and South eventually led to the American Civil War (1861-1865). In the 

second year of the war, President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, 

which essentially declared that slaves in the Confederate states would be free as of 

January 1, 1863. The North, which had a stronger army and more economic 

 
37 ADL, “With Hate in their Hearts: The State of White Supremacy in the United States”, 3. 
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resources in comparison to the South, ultimately won the war in 1865. Shortly after 

the war ended, however, President Lincoln was assassinated by a Confederate 

sympathizer named John Wilkes Booth. Slavery was officially abolished (except as 

punishment for a crime) in 1865 through the 13th Amendment to the U.S. 

Constitution. Nevertheless, systemic racism against the Black population and other 

minorities remained after the war, especially in the South. Indeed, shortly after the 

end of the war, Southern states enacted laws that maintained racial discrimination.38 

In some states, “Black Codes” even prevented Black people from voting. This is 

not to say, however, that racism did not remain a systemic problem in Northern or 

border states. Black citizens were, for example, not even allowed to vote in post-

war Maryland.39 

 

The economies of the South had been heavily affected by the American Civil War, 

and even after slavery was abolished, the Black population struggled 

disproportionately from economic hardship.40 In comparison to a lot of white 

Southerners, the formerly enslaved people did not own land or other economic 

capital. In addition, white Southerners who were angry with the outcome of the war 

sometimes cooperated to prevent Black Americans from buying land and refused 

to support newly opened Black businesses. Racism remained a central feature of 

the South, which empowered white supremacist groups. In the so-called 

Reconstruction era (1867-187741), which followed after the American Civil War, 

white supremacists frequently used violence as a political tool in an attempt to 

subordinate the Black population and to undermine the previous successes of the 

Abolitionist Movement.42 As Daniel Byman points out, the federal government 

failed to take enough measures during Reconstruction to prevent white supremacist 

violence, and therefore white supremacists were able to continue to murder and 

terrorize the Black population and their supporters across many Southern states.43 

Byman argues, for example, that the government failed in regard to its planning and 

coordination of counterinsurgency measures. He also claims that the government 

 
38 Byman, “White Supremacy, Terrorism, and the Failure of Reconstruction in the United States”, 
69. 
39 Ibid, 74. 
40 Ibid, 72. 
41 Ibid, 54. 
42 Ibid, 85. 
43 Ibid, 57-58. 
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should have invested more in state building and peacebuilding during the 

Reconstruction era. It is still unknown exactly how many people white supremacists 

killed during Reconstruction, but scholars estimate that in total there were several 

thousands or tens of thousands of deaths.44 

 

Of all white supremacist groups that used violence during Reconstruction, the Ku 

Klux Klan (commonly referred to as “the KKK” or “the Klan”) is probably most 

notorious. The KKK strategically used violence and threats of violence, for instance 

to inhibit the Black population from voting in elections.45 To this day, the practices 

of crossburnings, lynchings and hangings are closely associated with the KKK.46 

The KKK was first created in Tennessee by veterans of the Civil War who were 

dissatisfied with the development of the South.47 From a historical perspective, the 

KKK has been closely linked to state authorities.48 Violence by the KKK was 

frequently ignored and in some cases even supported by state officials. KKK 

members have also held political office themselves. At the KKK’s most influential 

stage, 16 Senators, eleven Governors and about 75 House members were official 

members of the KKK. Although there is no doubt that resistance against the KKK 

and other white supremacist groups was limited among elected officials in the U.S. 

during Reconstruction, it was not totally absent. For example, the U.S. Congress 

passed the 1871 Ku Klux Klan Act, which strengthened the 14th Amendment to the 

Constitution, and therefore gave some support to the Black population.49 

 

As Rubin describes, the U.S. has, in addition to racism against Black people and 

other minorities, a long history of discrimination and persecution of Jews.50 In the 

first decades of the 20th Century, segregationist covenants prevented both Jews and 

people of color from buying or renting homes in some American cities. Around the 

 
44 Byman, “White Supremacy, Terrorism, and the Failure of Reconstruction in the United States”, 
54. 
45 Ibid, 75. 
46 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 3. 
47 Baker, Kelly J, “The Gospel According to the Klan: The KKK’s Appeal to the Protestant America, 
1915-1930”. University Press of Kansas, Volume 117, No. 4, 2011, 6. 
48 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 3. 
49 Baker, “The Gospel According to the Klan: The KKK’s Appeal to the Protestant America, 1915-
1930”, 8; History, Art, and Archives, United States House of Representatives, “The Ku Klux Klan 
Act of 1871”. Downloaded in 2022. https://history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1851-
1900/hh_1871_04_20_KKK_Act/  
50 Rubin, “H*bcrit: A New Dimension of Critical Race Theory”, 502. 
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same time, Jews were also targeted by white supremacist groups, for example KKK 

groups. After the kidnapping, lynching, and hanging of Leo Frank, a Jew who had 

been accused of murder, a group called the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan was created 

in 1915.51 This is commonly seen as the start of the second order of the KKK. As 

described by the scholar Kelly J. Baker, antisemitism, anti-Black racism and anti-

Catholicism was common in the KKK during the 1920s, not least among the 

Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.52 Nevertheless, anti-Black and antisemitic ideas, for 

example, were in no way unique to the KKK. Prejudice and hatred against Jews and 

Black people were mainstream in the South, although the KKK stood out of the 

crowd because of its methods. In the beginning of the 1920s, the KKK grew in 

popularity and increased its membership base in the South.53 Membership to the 

Klan peaked in the 1920s.54 After a series of corruption allegations among KKK 

leaders at the end of the 1920s, however, the KKK quickly lost many members.55 

After the end of World War II, membership to KKK groups increased in the South 

once again. 

 

Racial discrimination and violence against Black people characterized the South 

throughout the Jim Crow Era (1876-1965). Jim Crow was a set of discriminatory 

laws on both local and state levels that physically separated Black and white people 

from each other. In practice, Jim Crow legislation stripped Black people from their 

legal civil rights.56 Restaurants in the South had assigned seats, white and Black 

children went to separate schools, and Black people were forced to give up their 

seats to white people on public transportation. As a response to Jim Crow 

legislation, Black activists who demanded equal civil rights eventually began to 

organize on a bigger scale. Indeed, the Civil Rights Movement, which gained more 

support in the 1950s and 1960s, grew out of frustration among Black activists who 

sought social justice and an end to racial segregation. For example, activists 

 
51 Baker, “The Gospel According to the Klan: The KKK’s Appeal to the Protestant America, 1915-
1930”, 5. 
52 Ibid, 12. 
53 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 3. 
54 Baker, “The Gospel According to the Klan: The KKK’s Appeal to the Protestant America, 1915-
1930”, 8. 
55 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 4. 
56 ADL, “Civil Rights Movement”. Published in 2022, Downloaded in 2022. 
https://www.adl.org/education/resources/backgrounders/civil-rights-movement 
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protested against segregation laws during the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 

Alabama. The boycott began in the mid-1950s when the Black activist Rosa Parks 

refused to give up her seat on the bus to a white man. Her action grew into a mass 

boycott where people protested the city’s bus segregation laws. The Montgomery 

Bus Boycott resulted in a decision in 1956 by the Supreme Court which ruled that 

the city’s bus segregation laws were unconstitutional. This was definitely an 

important step forward in the struggle for equal legal rights in the United States. A 

couple years earlier, the struggle of civil rights activists had also resulted in the 

Supreme Court ruling Brown v. Board of Education, which declared that 

segregation in public schools was illegal. On August 28, 1963, at the March of 

Washington, the civil rights activist and Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. delivered 

his influential speech about the importance of equal legal rights. The March of 

Washington and Dr. King’ speech reached a large audience and gave momentum to 

the Civil Rights Movement. After intense pressure from civil rights activists, 

several acts regarding equal rights were passed by Congress in the 1960s.57 Perhaps 

most known are the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

The former act prohibited segregation in public places and discrimination in 

employment on the basis of race, color, religion, sex or national origin, while the 

latter act outlawed racial discrimination in voting.58 

 

In addition to violence against the Black population, white supremacists also 

targeted Jewish sites, such as synagogues, during the Civil Rights Era.59 This is 

partly because white supremacists frequently viewed the Jewish minority as allies 

to civil rights activists. Some white supremacists in the United States also believed 

in a conspiracy theory that Jews controlled the Civil Rights Movement. 

 

The historian Mary L. Dudziak suggests that the successes of the American Civil 

Rights Movement can in part be linked to the logic of the Cold War.60 According 

to this school of thought, the federal government of the United States had a strategic 

 
57 Gutiérrez, Ramón, “A Recent History in White Supremacy” in Belew, Kathleen and Ramón 
Gutiérrez: A Field Guide in White Supremacy (e-book). University of California Press, Oakland, Cal-
ifornia, 2021, 258. 
58 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 6. 
59 Ibid, 4. 
60 Lucks, Daniel S, “Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Riverside Speech and Cold War Civil Rights”. Peace 
History Society and Wiley Periodicals, Inc. Peace and Change, Vol. 40, No. 3, 2015, 400-401. 
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interest in meeting the political demands of the Civil Rights Movement as such a 

development would put the U.S. in a more positive light during the Cold War, and 

hence give the U.S. a certain advantage in its conflict with the Soviet Union. 

Regardless if there is any truth or not to that theory, it is important to note that the 

substantial progress regarding equal legal rights that took place in the U.S. during 

the 1960s most likely never would have been possible without the enduring and 

sacrificial struggles of Black activists. 

 

The KKK decentralized and membership to organized Klan groups declined 

significantly in the decades after the Civil Rights Movement.61 Moreover, 

organized Klan groups were in many cases replaced by informal white supremacist 

networks.62 The smaller organized white supremacist groups that did survive, 

however, usually used more violence in comparison to their more conservative 

forerunners. Something else that changed over time was the Klan’s attitude and 

relationship to the federal state and to the FBI. Before the successes of the Civil 

Rights Movement, KKK members frequently believed (often with good reason) that 

the state was a supporter of white supremacists’ interests. As the status quo 

changed, however, and the state began to oppose the white supremacist movement, 

the KKK quickly shifted its view of the state from being an ally to becoming an 

enemy.63 Likewise, the KKK turned against the FBI, which they previously had 

considered to be an ally in their fight against communism.64 In some ways, many 

people’s approaches to race and white supremacy changed as an effect of the Civil 

Rights Movement, although in practice prejudices and racial injustices would to a 

large extent remain across the U.S.65 When white supremacist violence was shown 

to a larger audience on television, more Americans got negative associations with 

the white supremacist movement in general, and the KKK in particular. In other 

words, people gradually became more aware of the dangers of the white 

supremacist movement as they were introduced to new technology.66 
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As the historical background of this thesis has described, the U.S. has a long and 

painful history of racism, and the fight against different forms of racial injustices 

continues today. In recent years, the Black Lives Matter Movement has become a 

significant force in the fight against structural racism, and particularly against anti-

Black racism in the country’s police force. The activist Patrisse Cullors was one of 

the first persons to use the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter on social media after the 

gunman George Zimmerman was acquitted after killing a seventeen-year-old Black 

boy named Trayvon Martin in 2012.67 After a white police officer fatally shot 

another Black man, Michael Brown, in 2014 in the city of Ferguson in Missouri, 

activists took to the streets to protest against anti-Black racism and police brutality. 

Deva R. Woody describes the killing of Michael Brown as the main catalyst for the 

Black Lives Matter Movement. 

 

More people joined the Black Lives Matter Movement and participated in its large-

scale protests in the Summer of 2020. This was a reaction to when a white police 

officer, Derrick Chauvin, murdered a Black man named George Floyd in 

Minneapolis, Minnesota, in the presence of three other police officers. One of the 

things that differentiates this murder from many other killings of Black civilians in 

the U.S. is the fact that Floyd’s murder was captured on video and the footage 

quickly spread online. In the words of Woodly, “The recording of this police murder 

tore through the virtual world, opening up a reservoir of political rage and pain that 

had been simmering just beneath the surface of public sentiment and discourse.”68 

Indeed, as the video of Floyd’s murder went viral, millions of people across the 

United States took to the streets to protest the continued issues of police violence 

and structural racism. 

 

White Supremacy Today: Trends and Sub-Groups Within the Movement 

As mentioned in ADL’s report about the current state of the white supremacist 

movement, most American white supremacists today are not official members of 

organized hate groups.69 Instead, many engage in a variety of activities within the 

 
67 Woodly, Deva R, Reckoning: Black Lives Matter and the Democratic Necessity of Social Move-
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white supremacist movement as unaffiliated individuals. In addition, official hate 

groups sometimes go through organizational changes over time as groups split, 

merge or dissolve.70 For these reasons, the total size of the American white 

supremacist movement – as well as its potential dangers to society – remains 

difficult to estimate. 

 

Individuals and groups within the white supremacist movement often share anti-

government sentiments and claim that the “system” can no longer be trusted as they 

believe it has failed to protect the “interests” of white people.71 Some white 

supremacists also support the “leaderless resistance” strategy, which is an idea that 

white individuals with common beliefs (and who may be engaged in smaller white 

supremacist groups) should bring down the “system” together.72 As society has 

gone through considerable political transformations over time, large segments of 

the country’s white supremacist movement have begun to adapt its rhetoric. In 

particular, the old narrative in which white supremacists claimed they must fight to 

maintain white power in different spheres of society has largely been replaced by 

talks of how they must fight to prevent so-called “white extinction”.73 

 

Because large segments of the white supremacist movement in the U.S. remains 

unorganized, academics and actors from civil society often struggle on how to 

categorize active sub-groups within the movement. In their 2015 report about the 

American white supremacist movement, the ADL nevertheless suggests that many 

white supremacists in the U.S. today fit into at least one of these groups: 1) neo-

Nazis, 2) racist skinheads, 3) “traditional” white supremacists, 4) Christian identity 

adherents, and 5) white supremacist gangs.74 By using ADL’s report, the following 

paragraphs will compare these five sub-groups and, more importantly, warn that, if 

not met with enough resistance – not least by the federal government – one of the 

groups could continue to grow in both number and influence in the coming years. 

 

 
70 Caspi, Ideologically Motivated Murder: The Threat Posed by White Supremacist Groups, 167. 
71 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 8, 16; Caspi, Ideologically Moti-
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72 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 16. 
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in their Hearts: The State of White Supremacy in the United States”, 7. 
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Neo-Nazi groups are, according to ADL, one of the most detested types of white 

supremacist groups across the United States.75 It is not uncommon for neo-Nazis to 

display swastika symbols, for example at demonstrations. Neo-Nazis and racist 

skinheads across the U.S. generally share ideological similarities. The main 

difference between these two sets of white supremacist groups is, according to 

ADL, racist skinheads’ subculture which includes distinct rituals, language, music, 

clothing and symbols.76 To put it differently, racist skinheads in the U.S. typically 

combine a white supremacist ideology with a skinhead youth subculture.77 The use 

of violence, for instance in the form of murders and other hate crimes, is broadly 

accepted among American racist skinheads.78 Although racist skinheads sometimes 

gather for specific local events, most of them do not belong to any organized group. 

 

When discussing “traditional” white supremacists in an American context, 

academics usually refer to members of a broad range of white supremacist groups 

that share common racist views; they intend to deny Black Americans their right to 

equal civil rights. Today, many traditional white supremacist groups refer to 

themselves as KKK groups. 

 

Christian Identity is a religious and racist sect within the white supremacist 

movement.79 Adherents to Christian Identity believe that non-Jewish white people 

are chosen by God.80 At the same time, they view Jews and other minorities as sub-

human. Between the 1970s and 1990s, some Christian Identity white supremacists 

in the U.S. were involved in criminality, including armed robberies, bombings, and 

shootings.81 Today, however, Christian Identity is a stagnant faction of the white 

supremacist movement. In total, there are around one hundred active Christian 

Identity groups in the U.S. Most of these groups do not have a physical church, but 

instead use the Internet to spread ideas and reach more followers. 
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The fifth and final sub-group within the white supremacist movement, which ADL 

reports about, are white supremacist gangs. White supremacist gangs have grown 

in popularity in the U.S. in recent years.82 White supremacist gangs can, in turn, be 

categorized into sub-factions, such as white supremacist prison gangs, racist 

skinhead gangs, and white supremacist biker gangs. White supremacist prison 

gangs appeared in the country around the 1980s, and as the name suggests, they are 

typically formed inside prisons.83 According to ADL, it is not unusual for white 

supremacist prison gangs to combine a white supremacist ideology with criminal 

activities.84 White supremacist prison gangs also have their own subcultures, and 

members’ loyalty to the gang is regarded as central. In comparison to neo-Nazis, 

racist skinheads, “traditional” white supremacists, and Christian Identity adherents, 

that have been discussed here earlier, white supremacist gangs are growing in the 

United States. As such, U.S. authorities must try to counteract white supremacist 

gangs’ continuing growth and influence in the coming years.85  

 

The Danger of Normalizing White Supremacy 

When a terrorist group, for instance inspired by white supremacist ideology, gets 

an opportunity to influence the state itself, its actions can lead to more dangerous 

political outcomes.86 As illustrated in the historical background earlier in the thesis, 

this was the case when several members of the KKK reached political office in the 

United States. In the words of Byman, white supremacists “have a bigger impact 

when they are better able to shape politics”.87 For that reason, it remains important 

to this day that white supremacist groups, or individual actors that are inspired by 

white supremacist ideology for that matter, are not normalized by politicians or 

other influential actors in society. As Belew and Gutiérrez point out, “Language has 

contributed to, or failed to directly confront, white supremacy in our society”.88 For 

example, Donald Trump was heavily criticized in the aftermath of Charlottesville, 
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especially when he claimed that there had been “very fine people, on both sides”.89 

Trump’s statement can be interpreted as implicit support to white supremacist and 

other far-right groups that were present in Charlottesville.90 

 

Normalization efforts have become a part of white supremacists’ strategy. White 

supremacists intend to push the limits regarding what is acceptable to say or do.91 

A segment of today’s white supremacist movement, that is sometimes referred to 

as “intellectual” white supremacy, has adopted its rhetoric to make white 

supremacist ideas more accepted in society.92 Some of today’s white supremacists 

would, for example, speak of differences in cultures rather than differences in races 

when promoting racist ideas about how to categorize people and arrange them into 

a hierarchy. This is because a lot of people in the U.S. today would most likely have 

a more negative association with the latter expression. Some contemporary KKK 

groups have adapted their rhetoric to get more accepted by a larger crowd of 

mainstream conservatives. Their adaptation strategy is sometimes called “Klean 

Klan”.93 The idea is to justify and normalize white supremacy in society, for 

example by concealing anti-Black racism and antisemitism by emphasizing how 

they are “pro-white”. It is important to note, however, that although white 

supremacists want people to think they have changed over time, they are still trying 

to spread white supremacist ideology which undermines the rights of minorities – 

such as the Jewish minority in the United States – and they should as such never be 

normalized. 

 

When the history of racism is not properly addressed and when racist actions by 

white supremacists are not clearly condemned, the process of normalization is 

underway. On that note, Byman suggests that Trump’s ambiguous – and at times 
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even welcoming – approach to white supremacy during his presidency served as a 

political opening for white supremacist ideas to spread into mainstream politics.94 

It is a very dangerous path to grant concessions to white supremacist ideas. As 

pointed out by Byman, giving more room to white supremacist ideas could lead to 

increased inequality and polarization in the U.S. In addition, normalization of white 

supremacy could result in more hate and violence against minorities, including the 

Jewish minority, thus constituting a threat to the groups’ freedom of religion. To 

prevent white supremacy from influencing politics or from being more tolerated is, 

in addition, an integral part of counterterrorism, according to Byman. Taking all of 

this into account, it is crucial for the future of the country that Joe Biden’s 

administration takes appropriate measures to halt normalization of white 

supremacy. On that note, Biden condemned white supremacy after a gunman shot 

and killed 10 people at a grocery store in a predominantly Black neighborhood in 

Buffalo, New York, in May 2022, by stating that: “White supremacy is a poison. It 

really is, running through our body politic. And it’s been allowed to fester and grow 

right in front of our eyes. No more. […] We need to say as clearly and forcefully as 

we can, that the ideology of white supremacy has no place in America.”95  
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Analysis of Research Question 1 

 

This part of the analysis will discuss in what ways the white supremacist movement 

constitutes a threat to Jews’ freedom of religion in the United States. To start off, 

the analysis will bring attention to antisemitism in the country today. The danger of 

white supremacists will also be compared to the danger of other extremists. Next, 

Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) will 

be presented to the reader, along with General Comment No. 22, in other words the 

Human Rights Committee’s interpretations of the article. The analysis then goes on 

to discuss physical threats to Jews’ freedom of religion, which will be exemplified 

by recent white supremacist attacks on Jewish communities in the United States. 

What follows next is a discussion about the psychological implications of white 

supremacist threats and previous attacks, and particularly how the threat from white 

supremacists affects Jews’ religious freedom, as defined in Article 18 of the ICCPR. 

The analysis will then bring attention to the trend of securitization in many Jewish 

communities in the United States. Next, the negative aspects, for example economic 

consequences, of securitization will be discussed. Attention will also be given to 

Jewish congregations’ dilemma of upholding traditional religious values of 

welcoming strangers to their religious facilities, and at the same time protecting 

congregants from white supremacist violence. Moreover, the analysis will illustrate 

how securitization of Jewish communities in the U.S. – although necessary to 

protect their congregants from extremist violence – in some cases is incompatible 

with Jews’ freedom of religion, given the various ways of manifesting Judaism. 

 

Antisemitism Among White Supremacists 

The UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief, Ahmed Shaheed, has 

explicitly warned that antisemitic incidents are increasing in many countries around 

the world.96 The United States is unfortunately no exception to this trend. Out of all 

reported hate crimes in the U.S. in 2019 that were motivated by “bias against a 

person’s religious identity”, about 60 percent were directed at Jews.97 In recent 
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years, white supremacists and other extremists have conducted violent attacks on 

religious institutions in the United States, and in some cases, they have targeted 

Jewish communities. This development goes hand in hand with Daniel Ian Rubin’s 

approach to Critical Race Theory, as his theoretical perspective suggests that Jews 

are being targeted on the grounds of their (socially constructed) race. As white 

supremacists racialize all Jews, both Jews of color and white Jews can be targeted 

in attacks. As the analysis will soon illustrate, American Jews are victimized by 

white supremacists and other extremists for instance through terrorist attacks at 

Jewish houses of worship. 

 

Out of all domestic extremist movements in the country today, white supremacists 

are by far most violent. Indeed, white supremacists are significantly more violent 

than other types of extremist groups in the country, for example compared to 

domestic Islamic extremists, right-wing anti-government extremists, and left-wing 

extremists and anarchists.98 Statistics conducted by the Anti-Defamation League 

show that white supremacists commit about 83% of all extremist-related murders 

in the country today.99 American Jews are targeted by white supremacists for 

instance through threats, terrorist attacks and other hate crimes, as well as through 

the spreading of antisemitic conspiracy theories. 

 

Article 18 of the ICCPR and General Comment No. 22 

The U.S. officially ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(ICCPR) in 1992. As a State Party to the ICCPR, the federal government of the U.S. 

has the primary legal responsibility to protect the treaty’s provisions.100 Most 

relevant to this thesis, Article 18 of the ICCPR covers states’ obligations regarding 

the right to freedom of religion. In similarity to many other articles of the ICCPR 

 
98 ADL, “With Hate in Their Hearts: The State of White Supremacy in the United States”, 18. 
99 Ibid, 1. 
100 Upon ratification, however, the U.S. stated that: “the United States understands that this Cov-
enant shall be implemented by the Federal Government to the extent that it exercises legislative 
and judicial jurisdiction over the matters covered therein, and otherwise by the state and local 
governments; to the extent that state and local governments exercise jurisdiction over such mat-
ters, the Federal Government shall take measures appropriate to the Federal system to the end 
that the competent authorities of the state or local governments may take appropriate measures 
for the fulfillment of the Covenant.” United Nations Treaty Collection. Downloaded in 2022. 
https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=IND&mtdsg_no=IV-2&chapter=4&clang=_en 

https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=IND&mtdsg_no=IV-2&chapter=4&clang=_en
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and other human rights conventions, Article 18 covers both positive and negative 

obligations. This means that states that have ratified the ICCPR are, on the one 

hand, prohibited from interfering with civilians’ freedom of religion.101 On the other 

hand, State Parties are obligated to actively create conditions where civilians are 

able to fully enjoy their right to freedom of religion. The religious freedom of Jews, 

for instance, is guaranteed by Article 18 of the ICCPR. In other words, the U.S. 

federal government has a legal obligation to protect the Jewish minority from any 

threat to their right to freedom of religion, for example contemporary threats from 

the white supremacist movement. 

 

Article 18 of the ICCPR reads as follows: 

1. Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. 

This right shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice, 

and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public or 

private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and 

teaching. 

2. No one shall be subject to coercion which would impair his freedom to have or 

to adopt a religion or belief of his choice. 

3. Freedom to manifest one's religion or beliefs may be subject only to such 

limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, 

order, health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others. 

4. The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for the 

liberty of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to ensure the religious and 

moral education of their children in conformity with their own convictions. 

 

The Human Rights Committee (HRC) is an independent body within the UN system 

that monitors State Parties’ implementation of the ICCPR.102 In 1993, the HRC 

adopted General Comment No. 22 to clarify the meaning of Article 18 of the 

ICCPR.103 General Comment No. 22 elaborates on Article 18(1) regarding the 

 
101 Taylor, Paul, Freedom of Religion: UN and European Human Rights Law and Practice. Cam-
bridge University Press, New York, United States of America, 2005, 25-26. 
102 OHCHR, “Human Rights Committee”. Downloaded in 2022. 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CCPR/Pages/CCPRIndex.aspx 
103 Moeckli, Daniel, Sangeeta Shah and Sandesh Sivakumaran. Consultant Editor: David Harris, In-
ternational Human Rights Law. Third Edition. Oxford University Press, Oxford, United Kingdom, 
2018, 211. 
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meaning of the freedom to “manifest” religion. According to General Comment No. 

22, “The freedom to manifest religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and 

teaching encompasses a broad range of acts”.104 “Worship” is also to be interpreted 

broadly according to General Comment No. 22 and for example includes “ritual or 

ceremonial acts” linked to expressions of belief. General Comment No. 22 also 

clarifies that “observance and practice of religion or belief” may include both 

ceremonial acts and certain customs, such as “the wearing of distinctive clothing or 

head coverings”.105 

 

Physical Threats and Previous Attacks 

One of the ways in which white supremacists are threatening the religious freedom 

of Jews is through different forms of physical attacks, for instance through 

antisemitic terrorist attacks and hate crimes. In the last few years, several lethal 

attacks have been committed by white supremacists on American soil, and in some 

cases against Jewish houses of worship. As mentioned earlier, 11 people were killed 

and 7 were injured at the Tree of Life Synagogue attack in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 

in 2018.106 According to the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or 

belief, this was the deadliest antisemitic attack in U.S. history. Unfortunately, there 

have been several more white supremacist attacks against Jewish targets since then. 

In April 2019, for example, a white supremacist killed one person and injured three 

others at a shooting inside the Chabad of Poway Synagogue in California during a 

Passover service.107 A month earlier, the same gunman had carried out an arson 

attack at a mosque, also in California. Later that year, another white supremacist 

who had published antisemitic statements on social media attempted to bomb a 

synagogue in Pueblo, Colorado.108 The perpetrator told the FBI that his act should 

send a message to Jewish people that “people will die” if they did not leave town.109 

 
104 UN Human Rights Committee, “CCPR General Comment No. 22: Article 18 (Freedom of 
Thought, Conscience or Religion)”. 1993, Paragraph 4. 
105 Ibid. 
106 UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, “Elimination of All Forms of Religious 
Intolerance”, 9. 
107 Homeland Security Advisory Council (HSAC), “Preventing Targeted Violence Against Faith-
Based Communities”, 59. 
108 The Jacob Blaustein Institute, “Antisemitism: A Persistent Threat to Human Rights”. 2020, 3. 
109 Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) & U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS), “Strate-
gic Intelligence Assessment and Data on Domestic Terrorism”, 25. 
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In the Spring of 2020, a homemade incendiary device was found at the entrance of 

a Jewish nursing home in Longmeadow, Massachusetts.110 The targeted facility was 

closely located to other Jewish institutions, in particular a Jewish private school, 

several Jewish temples, as well as a Jewish community center. According to a press 

release by the U.S. Department of Justice, a white supremacist organization had 

previously pointed out the nursing home as a potential target for a mass killing.111 

An FBI agent made the following statement about the attempted attack on the 

Jewish nursing home in Longmeadow: “This case highlights the very real threat 

posed by racially motivated violent extremists”.112 

 

The UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief has underlined the 

severity of antisemitic attacks and has warned about their implications to 

individuals’ right to freedom of religion; “Attacks on synagogues [...] are explicit 

infringements that interfere with the concrete realities and practices of an 

individual’s religious life.”113 Looking specifically at Article 18 of the ICCPR, the 

risk of future physical attacks could potentially impede Jews from visiting houses 

of worship or other Jewish sites that could become targets, and as such white 

supremacist attacks could prevent Jews from manifesting their religion. As the 

guarantor of the provisions of the ICCPR, the U.S. federal state has the primary 

responsibility to undermine white supremacist physical threats to American Jews’ 

right to freedom of religion. 

 

In light of recent years’ attacks on Jewish communities in the United States, such 

as white supremacist attacks on synagogues in Pittsburgh and Poway, it is important 

to highlight Rubin’s theoretical approach to CRT. In view of antisemitic hate crimes 

and terrorist attacks in the U.S, Rubin’s argument that Jews should be included in 

the CRT framework makes more sense, as this minority group is clearly targeted by 

 
110 U.S. Department of Justice, Press Release, “East Longmeadow Man Charged with Attempted 
Arson at Longmeadow Assisted Living Residential Facility”. Published in 2020, Downloaded in 
2022. https://www.justice.gov/usao-ma/pr/east-longmeadow-man-charged-attempted-arson-
longmeadow-assisted-living-residential 
111 Ibid. 
112 Ibid. 
113 UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, “Elimination of All Forms of Religious 
Intolerance”, 4. 
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violent extremists because of hate against their religion and/or perceived race. By 

including Jews in the CRT framework, the specific needs of Jews would most likely 

be given more attention in the United States. 

 

Psychological Implications 

Psychological intimidation, for instance threats by white supremacists about future 

terrorist attacks at synagogues and other central Jewish institutions, can have a 

negative impact on the religious freedom of Jews. According to the UN Special 

Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief, antisemitic hate speech and 

stigmatization of Jews can “undermine external expressions of the right to freedom 

of religion or belief”.114 Without analyzing the situation in the United States in 

particular, the Special Rapporteur writes about a general trend in the world, namely 

that violent antisemitic incidents often have a profound effect on Jewish 

individuals’ perception of security.115 By pointing at recent antisemitic attacks in 

the U.S, Mark Oppenheimer argues that today’s antisemitism is often not targeted 

at the general Jewish population, but rather at the minority of Jews who choose to 

manifest their religion in everyday life, for example Jews who visit or work at 

Jewish institutions such as synagogues or kosher stores.116 As some Jews in the U.S. 

view the kosher diet as a way of practicing their religion, white supremacist threats 

to kosher stores can be an obstacle to their right to freedom of religion. However, 

as the next paragraphs will illustrate, some people who identify as Jewish but not 

necessarily visit Jewish sites regularly, still perceive antisemitism as a threat to their 

safety and adjust their behavior or appearance because of it. In other words, 

although it may be true that Jews who commonly visit Jewish institutions in the 

U.S. are more likely to become direct victims of antisemitic terrorist attacks, it is 

also true that threats of antisemitism can have significant consequences to other 

Jews as well, for example by undermining their sense of security or by hampering 

alternative ways of manifesting their religion. 

 
114 UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, “Elimination of All Forms of Religious 
Intolerance”, 19. 
115 Ibid, 9. 
116 Oppenheimer, Mark, “The Growing Risk for Jews Who Show Their Jewishness: Last Weekend's 
Hostage Crisis at a Texas Synagogue Shows That Today's Anti-Semitism is Most Threatening to 
Jews Who are Religiously Observant”. Wall Street Journal Online. Published in 2022, Downloaded 
in 2022. 
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Today, Jews become victims of antisemitism not only in real life, but also on the 

Internet and in social media.117 As mentioned by the UN Special Rapporteur on 

freedom of religion or belief, a large proportion of the world’s antisemitic hate 

crimes today are committed online.118 Moreover, antisemitic discussions and 

remarks about well-known Jewish individuals are not uncommon. For example, the 

Hungarian-American businessman and philanthropist George Soros is frequently 

targeted online on various forums by white supremacists and other right-wing 

extremists, not only in the U.S. but also in European countries.119 When it comes to 

hate crimes and other antisemitic acts, regardless if they take place online or offline, 

they can create fear both for the targeted individual and for other people who also 

identify as Jewish. In the words of the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of 

religion or belief, “manifestations of antisemitic attitudes online and offline, 

including antisemitic hate crimes, not only affect their victims, but can also evoke 

fear among Jewish communities, marginalize individuals in vulnerable situations, 

promote disinformation and incite hatred, discrimination and violence”.120 As 

discussed by the organization Southern Poverty Law Center, hate crimes against 

particular groups can make individuals and communities feel frustrated, angry and 

vulnerable.121 In addition, hate crimes sometimes contribute to mistrust against 

other groups or undermine people’s trust with authorities, which in turn could be 

detrimental to the health of a democratic society. 

 

Studies show that fear of antisemitism can have an impact on people’s behavior. 

According to a recent poll (2021) by the American Jewish Committee, where they 

studied perceptions of antisemitism among American Jews, 22% of the respondents 

stated that they in the past 12 months had avoided “publicly wearing, carrying or 

displaying things” that might reveal to others that they are Jews.122 As an example, 

 
117 UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, “Elimination of All Forms of Religious 
Intolerance”, 19. 
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119 National Public Radio, “The Trouble with Defining Antisemitism”. Published in 2022, Down-
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120 UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, “Elimination of All Forms of Religious 
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121 Southern Poverty Law Center, “Hate Crimes, Explained”. 2021, 1. 
122 American Jewish Committee, “The State of Antisemitism in America 2021: AJC’s survey of 
American Jews”. https://www.ajc.org/AntisemitismReport2021/AmericanJews 
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the fear of antisemitism keeps some Jewish men from wearing the kippah in public 

settings.123 Research also shows that fear of antisemitism can, for example, make 

Jews avoid speaking in Hebrew, which is a language that is often associated to 

Judaism. Speaking Hebrew and choosing to wear the kippah are both to be protected 

by Article 18:1 of the ICCPR. This conclusion can be drawn from the Human Rights 

Committee’s interpretations of Article 18 that are presented in General Comment 

No. 22. In particular, General Comment No. 22 underscores that: “The observance 

and practice of religion or belief may include not only ceremonial acts but also such 

customs as [...] the wearing of distinctive clothing or head coverings [...] and the 

use of a particular language customarily spoken by a group”.124 Moreover, General 

Comment No. 22 clarifies that the “concept of worship”, that is guaranteed by 

Article 18 of the ICCPR, includes (inter alia), “the display of symbols”.125 When 

22 percent of American Jews express that they do not wear Jewish symbols in fear 

of antisemitism, this can, along the lines of General Comment No. 22, certainly be 

interpreted as an obstacle to their right to freedom of religion, as defined in Article 

18 of the ICCPR. Moreover, all of this is in line with an observation by the UN 

Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief, namely that many Jews in the 

world today are experiencing a fear of antisemitism, which appears to “impair [...] 

their right to manifest their religion.”126  

 

Securitization at Houses of Worship 

Because of the increase in attacks on houses of worship in the U.S. in recent years, 

many of the country’s faith-based organizations are now stressing the importance 

of responding with adequate security measures.127 Although security is by no means 

a new issue for Jewish-American communities, many Jewish congregations have 

expressed an increased need to invest in security in recent years, especially since 
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the deadly terrorist attack at the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh.128 To protect 

their staff, congregants and visitors, some Jewish sites have not only built fences 

and hired private security companies with armed guards, but also installed cameras 

and metal detectors. Over the past few years, it has also become more common for 

religious groups in the U.S. to participate in shooter trainings.129 In states where 

people are allowed to carry guns, some congregants have begun to bring in guns 

into services after getting permission from their rabbi.130 Har Shalom, a larger 

conservative congregation in Maryland, have described that they created their own 

security committee and that the police are present at every service.131 According to 

the congregation’s rabbi, security has become a significant part of the overall 

budget. A rabbi at another Jewish congregation located in Chester Springs, 

Pennsylvania, similarly started to wear a panic button on his belt after the Pittsburgh 

attack.132 The Beth David Reform Congregation placed security cards in the seats 

of its synagogue with information about evacuation routes and instructions about 

how to act during an active shooting. Security measures like these illustrate a 

worrying reality when it comes to the threat of the white supremacist movement to 

freedom of religion in the United States today; many rabbis and Jewish congregants 

no longer feel safe when manifesting their religion in houses of worship, at least 

not without robust security arrangements in place. 

 

The U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) agrees that there is currently a 

need to upgrade security in many houses of worship, although they are transparent 

that security arrangements can never fully guarantee that people will not get hurt if 

an attack were to happen. In particular, DHS suggests that “security options will 

not deter every threat to a house of worship, but a comprehensive security approach 
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offers the best solution to protect people and property from an attack”.133 In other 

words, while DHS is open about the remaining vulnerability of houses of worship, 

the Department also supports the argument that enhancing security is most likely 

the best option when it comes to protecting congregants from extremist attacks. 

 

A Critical View on Securitization 

The trend of securitization at synagogues and other Jewish institutions has met 

some criticism over the years. For example, some critics are questioning the 

effectiveness of certain security measures and point to the fact that there is currently 

limited research regarding this topic.134 Critics have also compared the trend of 

securitization at houses of worship to the discussion about armed teachers in 

schools, claiming that there is no clear evidence that an increase in weapons would 

necessarily protect people from being injured in shootings. In contrast, some critics 

suggest that a presence of more guns could lead to dangerous miscalculations, and 

that securitization in certain institutions thus could end up being more risky than 

helpful. Yet another critique against securitization in houses of worship is that it 

could send mixed signals for people who are seeking a peaceful place for prayer 

and reflection.135 

 

Whilst technological advances may be useful to enhance security at houses of 

worship, this paragraph will show that some forms of modern technology can, at 

the same time, be incompatible with the manifestation of religion. In some variants 

of Judaism, for example in certain Orthodox congregations, people follow a 

tradition of not using modern technology during the Sabbath – a time for rest and 

religious observance – which lasts between sundown on Friday until Saturday 

evening. The chief marketing officer of the Jewish Federation of Greater 

Philadelphia, Steven Rosenberg, expresses concern that some rabbis who would 

normally stay off technology for religious reasons during the Sabbath are now 

keeping their phones on at services in case they would have to call the police or get 
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medical help during an active shooting. General Comment No. 22 helps us 

understand that this necessity, in itself, can be seen as an obstacle to manifest their 

religion. In particular, General Comment No. 22 states that the term “worship” can 

be “extended to “ritual or ceremonial acts given direct expression to belief, as well 

as various practices integral to such acts, including the building of places of 

worship, the use of ritual formulae and objects, the display of symbols, and the 

observance of holidays and days of rest”.136 Similarly, some Orthodox 

congregations hesitate to use electronic identification systems as this would go 

against their traditional religious practices. To put it differently, using modern 

technology with the purpose of enhancing congregations’ security during services 

could become an obstacle to the manifestation of religion (which is protected by 

Article 18 of the ICCPR) to some Orthodox Jews in the United States. As white 

supremacists and other extremists have committed major violent attacks at houses 

of worship in recent years, some Jewish congregations may find it necessary to stay 

online at all times, although it may go against their traditional religious practices of 

staying offline during certain hours of the week. As such, the American white 

supremacist movement constitutes a threat to Paragraph 1 of Article 18 of the 

ICCPR, which stipulates that everyone’s right to freedom of thought, conscience 

and religion should include, inter alia, a right to “individually or in community with 

others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, 

observance, practice and teaching.”137 

 

The trend of enhanced security at religious institutions in the U.S. has also been 

criticized from an economic perspective. Particularly for smaller congregations 

with limited resources, heightened security demands can become a financial 

difficulty as security arrangements are becoming a larger part of their budgets.138 

As highlighted by the U.S. Department of Justice, “smaller communities and houses 

of worship often lack the resources, guidance, and instruction necessary to 

adequately deal with public safety threats”.139 The economic impacts that come 
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with the need for more security arrangements are, in other words, another way in 

which the white supremacist movement constitutes a threat to Jews’ freedom of 

religion. 

 

A growing problem for many houses of worship in the U.S. is maintaining a 

commitment to welcoming visitors to religious sites without compromising the 

security of the staff or congregants.140 Welcoming and taking care of the stranger 

are important acts to many Jewish believers, especially since this is a command that 

is discussed many times in the Torah, that is the first five books of the Jewish Bible, 

which are some of the most important documents within Judaism.141 Because of the 

violent attacks on synagogues and other religious sites that have taken place in the 

country in the last few years, many Jewish congregations increasingly find it a 

difficult challenge to uphold such values. Whilst leaders of various religions usually 

want to keep an inclusive and welcoming atmosphere at their houses of worship, it 

certainly cannot be ignored that houses of worship are potential targets of new 

attacks.142 It should not come as a surprise, then, that securitization at Jewish sites 

is often deemed necessary.143 Indeed, white supremacists constitute a contemporary 

threat to various Jewish institutions, as have been shown in previous attacks at 

synagogues, for instance in Pittsburgh and Poway. 

 

In summary, Jews’ freedom of religion is threatened in various ways by the white 

supremacist movement. Through physical attacks on Jewish houses of worship and 

other Jewish sites, white supremacists have interfered with Jews’ right to manifest 

their religion, as defined in Article 18 of the ICCPR. In addition, antisemitic attacks 

and explicit threats can have psychological effects on Jews, which in turn can be an 

obstacle when manifesting their religion. Indeed, research shows that some Jews in 

the U.S. do not display Jewish symbols, in fear of antisemitism. As HRC’s General 
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Comment No. 22 clarifies, the “display of symbols” is included in the concept of 

worship, and it is therefore guaranteed by Article 18 of the ICCPR. As the last few 

paragraphs have illustrated, upgrading security at Jewish institutions to meet the 

growing threat from various extremists in the United States is not unproblematic, 

and for several reasons. First, it has not been clearly established that an increase in 

guns at houses of worship would physically protect people, for example if a 

misunderstanding about an attack were to happen among congregants, or if a Jewish 

house of worship would be attacked from the outside, for example by a white 

supremacist. Second, as discussed in the last paragraph, it has become an economic 

challenge for some congregations with limited budgets to meet the growing needs 

for more security. If congregations eventually would have to cut down on religious 

activities, or even shut down their facilities because of the growing economic 

burden of keeping congregants safe from extremists, this – by itself – would 

constitute an obstacle to Jews’ right to freedom of religion. Third, certain security 

arrangements that require modern technology are incompatible with some Orthodox 

Jews’ traditional religious practices of not using modern technical appliances 

during the Sabbath. Fourth, securitization at Jewish houses of worship – for instance 

in the form of armed guards at synagogues – can risk sending contradictory signals 

about Jewish sites being safe and peaceful places to visit. Fifth and final, some Jews 

may find that security arrangements at Jewish temples and synagogues are an 

obstacle to their traditional religious practice of always having an open and 

welcoming approach to strangers.  
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Analysis of Research Question 2 

 

It is crucial to recognize that the primary responsibility of protecting civilians from 

violations of their human rights, for example violence that infringes upon American 

Jews’ right to freedom of religion, lies with the federal state.144 As mentioned earlier 

in the thesis, the federal government of the United States has a legal obligation to 

ensure that Article 18 of the ICCPR is implemented and as such can be enjoyed by 

all civilians in the country. The remainder of the analysis will examine to what 

extent the U.S. federal state protects Jews’ freedom of religion in accordance with 

Article 18 of the ICCPR. In doing so, several important aspects will be discussed 

through the Legal Analytical Method, as well as by applying Daniel Ian Rubin’s 

approach to Critical Race Theory. To start off, the possibility for Jewish 

congregations to apply for security grants and the state’s efforts in providing 

security will be discussed. What follows next is a discussion on why it is important 

to collect accurate data on hate crimes, and to what extent the U.S. state has failed 

to do so. The text will then discuss the matter of legislation, in other words how 

existing and future legislation could make a difference in providing security to 

Jewish communities. Next, investments in fighting domestic terrorism (such as 

terrorist attacks by white supremacists) will be compared to the state’s effort in 

fighting international Islamic terrorism in the War on Terror, to show that the state 

could rethink its allocation of resources to potentially become more effective in 

combating white supremacist violence in the United States. The analysis then goes 

on to discuss the importance of coordination and how that can influence the state’s 

possibility to prevent future white supremacist attacks on the Jewish minority. Next, 

the growing role of the internet and social media will be discussed, and particularly 

what challenges this brings in the fight against white supremacist violence. Finally, 

the analysis will reflect on other preventative measures through education. 

 

Offering Grants and Providing Security 

In a Security Guide that was published in 2020, DHS implies that the risk of violent 
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attacks at houses of worship can increase during religious holidays.145 For this 

reason, DHS recommends that security considerations become an integral part of 

event planning for religious holidays. Because of the increased threat, some 

religious organizations (for example Jewish congregations) have received grants to 

enhance their security during holidays.146 In addition, DHS recommends that 

houses of worship try to identify potential threats and evaluate their vulnerabilities 

for upcoming religious events. In its Security Guide, DHS further informs religious 

communities about opportunities to contact local police departments or reach out to 

Protective Security Advisors (PSAs) at the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure 

Security Agency (CISA) to plan security arrangements for certain religious 

events.147 The Homeland Security Advisory Council (HSAC) nevertheless states 

that the U.S. could use more PSAs to accurately meet the security needs of the 

country’s faith-based organizations. The HSAC accordingly suggests that the DHS 

should consider applying for more funding from Congress to match this need.148 

 

The importance of appropriate funding to protect religious communities in the U.S. 

from extremist violence has been emphasized by the HSAC as well as by several 

organizations. Today, faith-based organizations can apply for infrastructure 

assessments by PSAs, and briefings by the Secret Service.149 Religious 

organizations can also apply for security grants on federal and state levels. In the 

last few years, it has become more common for Jewish organizations to apply for 

and receive federal security grants, especially after the major white supremacist 

attack in Pittsburgh in 2018.150 Statistics by the Federal Emergency Management 

Agency (FEMA) show that Jewish organizations receive about 80% of federal 

security grants in the United States today.151 Beyond grants, DHS also has programs 
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in place that offer security audits to religious organizations.152 That being said, the 

U.S. still faces serious challenges in terms of protecting vulnerable religious 

communities from various forms of extremist violence. The HSAC, for instance, 

has found that the U.S. is missing a “consistent approach” to getting faith-based 

organizations prepared and trained in security issues that their communities might 

face.153 For this reason, the HSAC urges DHS to work together with state and local 

officials, as well as with vulnerable faith-based organizations themselves to create 

standardized security guidelines. According to a 2016 report by the U.S. 

Department of Justice about religious discrimination in the country, some religious 

communities express a need for more resources and guidance to handle security 

threats, for instance to their houses of worship.154 Jewish congregations frequently 

experience an increased need for more security, yet some of them hesitate about 

receiving grants from the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) as the 

Department is also in charge of monitoring the U.S. Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement (ICE).155 Although the intent would be to improve security, increased 

presence of armed police officers at Jewish houses of worship could also be 

uncomfortable to some Jewish congregants of color because of the country’s history 

and continuing issues of racism and police brutality. It is important to recognize 

that, given the diversity of Jews, securitization of Jewish houses of worship can 

affect congregants in different ways. This issue can also be linked to the theory of 

intersectionality, as it highlights the effects of intersecting systems of oppression.156 

 

While the HSAC underscores that security grants are certainly important in 

protecting faith-based organizations, the Council also claims that federal resources 

to such grants must be increased.157 Moreover, the HSAC has stated that the process 

to apply for security grants is too long and complex.158 Therefore, the HSAC has 

suggested that the DHS should apply for more funding from Congress in order to 
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increase available security grants, which in turn could prevent physical attacks on 

faith-based organizations. The HSAC has also recommended that DHS creates an 

office that is specifically designed to help religious organizations with the 

application process for security grants. Indeed, some religious communities in the 

U.S. express that they could use more information on grants and other resources.159 

The HSAC has on that note called on DHS to consider creating a “National Day of 

Preparedness”, for faith-based communities to be educated annually by different 

levels of government on how they could strengthen their security, including what 

possibilities they have to apply for security grants.160 The HSAC also points out 

that there is a need for a website and application where agencies can post security 

information to religious communities in case of emergencies. Indeed, available 

information about imminent security threats could be useful in protecting Jewish 

congregants from physical harm and make more Jews comfortable to manifest their 

religion in Jewish houses of worship. Increased security information could, in other 

words, be useful in protecting Jews’ right to freedom of religion. For agencies to 

reach out with information to certain Orthodox communities that refrain from 

modern technology during the Sabbath, however, a website and application would 

have to be accompanied by other effective ways of communication. 

 

The Importance of Collecting Accurate Data 

As discussed earlier, Jews are the most targeted religious group of hate crimes in 

the United States. We have also seen examples that suggest that antisemitism, for 

instance in the form of hate crimes, is an obstacle to Jews’ freedom of religion. This 

is because fear of antisemitism, for example religion-based hate crimes, can impede 

people from manifesting their religion. Despite clear signs of growing antisemitism 

in the U.S, the exact number of antisemitic hate crimes, as well as hate crimes in 

general, that take place each year remains unknown. As the next paragraphs will 

illustrate, it is essential to know the magnitude of hate crimes to make a fair 

estimation of what measures and resources are needed to combat the issue. 
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The Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD), which is a 

UN body that monitors the implementation of the Convention on the Elimination 

of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, is one of various actors that has criticized 

the U.S. for its underreporting of hate crimes.161 CERD observes that the issue of 

underreporting of hate crimes has multiple dimensions. First, some victims do not 

report hate crimes to the police. Second, some of the hate crimes that do get reported 

to the police never end up in the FBI’s statistics. As a consequence, many victims 

of hate crimes are invisible from statistics and the exact number of committed hate 

crimes remains unknown. This is also related to a third problem that CERD 

observes regarding the underreporting of hate crimes in the U.S, namely that law 

enforcements’ reporting of hate crimes to the FBI is voluntary. CERD recommends 

the U.S. government to “Improve its data collection system for statistics on 

complaints of hate crimes, including by officially requiring all law enforcement 

agencies to record and transmit all such instances to the FBI, disaggregated by 

factors such as race, ethnicity, age and religion, and regularly publicize such 

information”.162 CERD also recommends the U.S. government to ensure that law 

enforcement officials get training in investigating and reporting hate crimes. 

 

In 2019, a series of hearings with the theme “Confronting white supremacy” took 

place before the Subcommittee on Civil Rights and Civil Liberties in the United 

States House of Representatives.163 In the hearings, several participants illustrated 

the underreporting of U.S. hate crimes statistics as a national issue that must be 

dealt with by federal authorities. The Chairman of the Subcommittee, Jamie Raskin 

(Democrat), highlighted – in similarity to CERD’s observations – shortcomings by 

the state in terms of collecting enough hate crimes statistics. As mentioned by 

Raskin, the FBI reports less than 1 in 20 hate crimes, based on data from the Bureau 

of Justice Statistics National Crime Victimization Survey.164 For example, between 
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the years 2013 and 2017, the Bureau of Justice reported on average 200,000 hate 

crimes annually, compared to the FBI that on average reported 7,500 cases. Not that 

different from CERD’s observations, Raskin described the underreporting of hate 

crimes as a systemic failure that happens at several stages of the reporting process. 

Raskin called on the FBI to collect accurate data on hate crimes as it is necessary 

to know the magnitude of the problem to effectively protect vulnerable groups from 

white supremacist violence.165 

 

A witness who was present during one of the hearings in the U.S. House of 

Representatives and made a similar point to Raskin was Susan Bro, the mother of 

Heather Heyer who was killed during the extremist attack in Charlottesville in 2017. 

Bro argued, in line with CERD and Raskin, that the country’s hate crimes statistics 

must be improved, and she made the following statement about the lack of hate 

crimes statistics: “A doctor cannot diagnose a patient without knowing the full set 

of symptoms. I don't see how we're expecting you, as Congress Members, to know 

how to prescribe allocations of personnel and money without knowing the full set 

of symptoms”.166 Interestingly, Heyer’s death was never even registered in the 2017 

FBI hate crimes statistics report, which some critics claim is a clear example of how 

the country has failed to recognize its issues regarding underreporting of hate 

crimes. The absence of Heyer’s death in the 2017 FBI hate crimes statistics report 

has been confirmed by Calvin Shivers, the Deputy Assistant Director at the 

Criminal Investigative Division of the FBI. However, Shivers, who also was present 

during the hearing series in 2019, explained that the U.S. was transitioning to a new 

hate crime reporting system (NIBRS) that would be more comprehensive, and as 

such be “a more effective tool for law enforcement, policymakers, and analysts to 

truly understand crime and make informed decisions to address it”.167 
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The underreporting of hate crimes in the U.S. has, beyond the critique that has been 

presented in Congress and by CERD, also been criticized by American civil society 

organizations. For example, the Southern Poverty Law Center condemns the 

inadequacy of U.S. hate crimes statistics by suggesting that it is “impossible to 

address our nation’s hate crime problem without measuring it accurately”. When 

discussing the importance of fighting white supremacist violence today in the 

United States, the organization Anti-Defamation League underscores that it is 

necessary to have appropriate knowledge about a certain threat in order to 

successfully dismantle it.168 Not knowing the full magnitude of hate crimes in the 

U.S, for instance exactly how many hate crimes are being directed at the Jewish 

population today, is indeed a serious problem because it makes it difficult to know 

what measures are appropriate to take and what level of resources are needed to 

combat antisemitic hate crimes, for example hate crimes committed by white 

supremacists. 

 

Passing of Legislation 

In discussions about what concrete measures can be taken to prevent white 

supremacist violence in the United States, some actors refer to the possibility of 

passing new legislation. It is important to note, however, that there are already some 

laws in place that help to prevent white supremacist violence on American soil. This 

thesis will not attempt to cover all of them, but to illustrate the state’s actions to 

implement its obligations to Article 18 of the ICCPR, some relevant laws will be 

highlighted here. For example, the federal law 18 U.S.C. § 247 prohibits individuals 

from using force or threats of force to “interfere with the exercise of religious beliefs 

as well as the destruction of religious property, including violent conduct targeting 

religious houses of worship.”169 In 18 U.S.C. § 247, synagogues are explicitly 

mentioned as examples of religious property. In 2009, another law, 18 U.S.C. § 

249, also known as the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr., Hate Crimes 

Prevention Act, was passed.170 This law granted increased authority for 
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jurisdictions on various levels in the U.S. to investigate and prosecute crimes that 

“were motivated by bias against race, religion, ethnicity/national origin, disability, 

sexual orientation, gender, or gender identity.”171 The law can therefore be useful 

both for punishing perpetrators of white supremacist attacks on Jewish houses of 

worship and for preventing new attacks. Since the adoption of the Matthew Shepard 

and James Byrd, Jr., Hate Crimes Prevention Act, the law has been enforced by 

several agencies on the federal level, according to a 2016 report by the U.S. 

Department of Justice.172 Still, however, Jewish and several other religious 

communities in the United States continue to be victimized in violent acts because 

of hate among white supremacists and other extremists. Religious communities 

have indeed expressed a view that existing laws that are designed to prohibit 

religious discrimination are insufficient to protect individuals of minority groups 

from targeted violence. Moreover, antisemitic hate crimes and terrorist attacks at 

Jewish houses of worship in recent years clearly indicates that the U.S. government 

needs to take further steps to combat white supremacist violence against religious 

communities, for instance in regard to federal legislation – but also in regard to other 

forms of preventative measures. 

 

There are different opinions in the U.S. about creating a federal domestic terrorism 

statute.173 Support for such a statute is found for instance among various faith-based 

organizations.174 In addition, some actors within the country’s law enforcements 

have expressed that the lack of a federal domestic terrorism statue is problematic 

when trying to find and prosecute domestic terrorist groups.175 With the absence of 

a federal domestic terrorism statute, federal law enforcement that investigate white 
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supremacist attacks in the country do not get access to resources that are specifically 

reserved for counterterrorism measures. As a federal domestic terrorism statute is 

missing, it is not uncommon for attackers to get prosecuted for alternative crimes 

instead, such as weapons possession. The HSAC is critical of the fact that there is 

currently no federal domestic terrorism statute and hence claims that there are 

“gaps” in U.S. federal legislation regarding domestic terrorism.176 The Council 

further states that a federal domestic terrorism statute would be helpful to law 

enforcement in getting access to more resources, which in the long run means that 

more white supremacist attackers would be held accountable for their actions. For 

example, more white supremacists in the U.S. would likely be punished for their 

attacks at houses of worship. The HSAC rejects a common argument in the debate 

on a federal domestic terrorism statute, namely that such legislation is incompatible 

with the U.S. Constitution. On this matter, the Council states that a federal statute 

on domestic terrorism would be useful because it could “assist law enforcement in 

ordering its priorities without compromising constitutional values.”177 

 

Critics sometimes argue that the introduction of a federal domestic terrorism statute 

would be unnecessary or not make much of a difference in practice. The reason why 

neither the FBI nor the U.S. Department of Justice has demanded a federal domestic 

terrorism statute so far is, according to Frances Fragos Townsend, who served as 

the U.S. Homeland Security Advisor (2004-2008) under President George W. Bush, 

because it is already theoretically possible to charge perpetrators of domestic 

terrorism under existing legislation.178 In addition, Townsend claims that she does 

not believe a separate statute on domestic terrorism would make much of a practical 

difference. Janet Napolitano, who served as the U.S. Secretary of Homeland 

Security (2009-2013) under President Obama, has in contrast expressed some 

interest in evaluating a new federal statute that would specifically regulate domestic 

terrorism. In a panel discussion about ways to deal with emerging threats from 

violent white supremacists and other domestic terrorists, Napolitano nevertheless 

emphasized that before the country decides on a federal domestic terrorism statute, 
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it would be a good idea to first examine existing laws on the state level to analyze 

whether the passing of a federal statute on domestic terrorism would really make a 

practical difference in charging perpetrators of domestic terrorism. 

 

When discussing the importance of passing new legislation to combat domestic 

terrorism in the United States, it is necessary to also address potential challenges 

that can arise due to the country’s political climate. Due to today’s political 

tensions, U.S. legislators face severe challenges in passing legislation on a large 

number of issues. Along the lines of growing political tensions in the country in 

general, the U.S. Congress has become more polarized over the last few years.179 

Under those circumstances, it is generally very difficult to pass legislation. Today’s 

political divide – mainly between legislators of the Democratic Party and the 

Republican Party – is indeed a serious challenge for example in terms of adopting 

new federal laws that could prevent future attacks and as such protect religious 

minorities from white supremacist violence. Building bridges between people in 

society and preventing further polarization in the U.S. Congress should therefore 

be considered political priorities for the Biden administration. On that note, Biden 

made explicit references during his Inauguration Speech in January 2021 to the 

important issue of bringing the nation together.180 Nonetheless, it remains to be seen 

to what extent his government will act on this issue for the rest of his mandate. 

 

Fight Against White Supremacist Violence vs. “War on Terror” 

When analyzing to what extent the U.S. state is protecting Jews’ freedom of religion 

from the threat of the white supremacist movement, it is necessary to discuss the 

state’s allocation of resources. Some critics assert that the U.S. has not invested 

enough resources to successfully fight the violence of the American white 

supremacist movement, in spite of the fact that both the DHS and the FBI have 

assessed that Racially or Ethnically Motivated Violent Extremists (RMVEs), 

especially RMVEs who promote ideas about white superiority, “likely would 
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continue to be the most lethal DVE [short for Domestic Violent Extremist, author’s 

remark] threat to the Homeland”.181 Interestingly, a 2019 report by the Homeland 

Security Advisory Council (HSAC) found that “Wherever we studied the problem 

of targeted violence against faith-based communities, solutions invariably revolved 

around resources”.182 This supports the argument that the matter of funding is 

central when protecting faith-based communities from extremist violence in the 

U.S, for instance to protect the Jewish minority from white supremacist violence. 

 

In an attempt to put the issue of allocation of resources in perspective, some critics 

have contrasted the state’s willingness to combat white supremacist violence today 

with the state’s previous commitments in terms of fighting international Islamic 

terror, in particular the state’s investments in the War on Terror.183 In a 2019 hearing 

in the House of Representatives about the adequacy of the federal response to 

violent white supremacy, the Chairman of the Subcommittee on Civil Rights and 

Civil Liberties, Jamie Raskin (Democrat), questioned the FBI’s priorities: “the 

FBI's allocation of antiterrorism resources is skewed to international terrorism, 

despite data showing domestic terror to be the greater threat today”.184 Raskin 

further argued that: “White supremacist terror is on the rise, and far right and white 

supremacist domestic terror is a far more lethal threat to Americans in the United 

States today than is international Islamic terror. But the FBI's resource allocations 

don't reflect this reality.”185 The FBI does not seem to share Raskin’s picture of how 

the Bureau distributes its resources, however. This view was illustrated in an FBI 

statement from 2019: “FBI takes very seriously the threat of domestic terrorism, 

and we have aligned our resources to reflect this”.186 
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Coordination 

Several actors have argued that the United States could make use of a national 

strategy to combat white supremacist violence and other sources of extremist 

violence. This perspective has for instance been presented by Janet Napolitano 

(Democrat) who is a Professor of Public Policy at the University of California and 

served as the U.S. Secretary of Homeland Security under the Obama administration. 

Napolitano has further stated that when multiple law enforcements on various levels 

are involved, as is the case in the U.S, it is relatively difficult to organize the 

prevention of white supremacist violence. Napolitano explained that “So you’ve 

got state and local law enforcement. On the federal level, you’ve got the FBI and 

you’ve got DHS. With so many players, there’s no kind of organized strategy”.187 

 

Frances Fragos Townsend (Republican), who is a former Homeland Security 

Advisor (2004-2008) argued in 2020, when Donald Trump still served as the 

president of the United States, that the country has an “interagency problem” which 

must be dealt with by “presidential leadership”.188 Moreover, Townsend argued in 

2020 that the Homeland Security Advisor should have a direct report to the U.S. 

President. The Chairman of the Subcommittee on Civil Rights and Civil Liberties, 

Jamie Raskin (Democrat), argued in the House of Representatives hearing series in 

2019 that the federal government of the United States must upgrade its response to 

white supremacist domestic terrorism.189 During the same hearing, Raskin 

additionally claimed that the federal government, which by then was led by Trump, 

“lacks a comprehensive and cohesive strategy for addressing the problem.”190 

Raskin further criticized DHS by claiming that there were no signs of an “overall 

strategic plan” to combat white supremacist violence in the United States.191 

 

Under current legislation in the United States, a certain violent attack – for instance 

on a Jewish house of worship – can be investigated both as a hate crime and as 
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domestic terrorism.192 One investigation does not exclude the other, according to 

the FBI. To address the overlapping threats and intersecting aspects of domestic 

terrorism and hate crimes across the U.S, the Domestic Terrorism-Hate Crimes 

Fusion Cell was created by the FBI in 2019.193 Some of the main ideas behind this 

Fusion Cell was to bring justice to victims of hate crimes and to promote an easy 

flow of information between different divisions of the FBI. Thanks to this Fusion 

Cell, the Counterterrorism and Criminal Investigative Divisions of the FBI can 

more easily take advantage of each other’s information and expertise. The FBI has 

described the Domestic Terrorism-Hate Crimes Fusion Cell as a helpful tool both 

for investigating previous attacks and for preventing new ones. 

 

The HSAC, the U.S. Department of Justice, and several religious communities have 

all indicated that local authorities generally could make use of better connectivity 

to faith-based organizations to improve the level of security at houses of worship. 

Perhaps most important, there is a need for increased contact between houses of 

worship and local law enforcement.194 According to the HSAC’s recommendations, 

it would particularly be a good idea to invest in ear-marked funding to facilitate 

increased contacts between local law enforcement and faith-based organizations.195 

As stated in a 2016 report by the U.S. Department of Justice, a number of religious 

communities have also proposed that some regional offices of federal agencies, 

such as U.S. Attorneys’ Offices, could play an important role in promoting closer 

connectivity between local law enforcement and faith-based organizations.196 Some 

religious communities have further suggested that police officers could visit local 

houses of worship to develop a deeper understanding of security aspects at specific 

religious facilities.197 
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The Growing Role of the Internet and Social Media 

The expansion of the internet and social media has brought new challenges in the 

fight against white supremacist violence against faith-based communities in the 

U.S. and other countries. Byman explains that American white supremacists were 

early users of the internet. He further describes the internet as a “key juncture in the 

story of modern white supremacy”.198 The internet and various social media 

platforms have indeed opened new and free ways of communication, including for 

white supremacists who use online forums to incite violence against Jews and other 

religious minorities. For white supremacists and other extremists, online forums 

have become platforms where they can organize, express hate, and incite violence. 

Extremists can easily share conspiracy theories, propaganda, and manifestos online. 

As pointed out by the HSAC, white supremacists in the U.S. commonly use the 

freedom on the internet to impair other citizens’ freedoms.199 For example, 

antisemitic posts online can have negative effects for Jews’ manifestation of 

religion, for instance as the right is defined in Art. 18 of the ICCPR, as the fear of 

antisemitism may inhibit people’s religious lives. 

 

Geographical distances are, due to the internet, no longer an important limitation 

for extremist radicalization. White supremacist ideology is, on the contrary, open 

for everyone to see and spread on various online forums. In other words, the internet 

and social media makes it possible for white supremacists to engage and network 

with each other without necessarily joining an organization or even meeting in real 

life.200 An online tactic used for instance by American white supremacists is 

“doxing”. To “dox” someone is the practice of pointing out a target's personal 

information online, such as their home address, with the intent of inciting violence 

against that person, either implicitly or explicitly.201 

 

The FBI has warned that white supremacists in the U.S. can get inspired by attacks 
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in other countries, especially when livestreamed footage of mass killings is 

available for everyone to watch online.202 As an example, the white supremacist 

who attacked the Chabad of Poway Synagogue in California in April of 2019 was 

inspired by the livestreamed mosque attack that took place in Christchurch, New 

Zealand, a month earlier. Some white supremacists and other extremists also refer 

to “scores” (that is “kill counts”, author’s remark) when discussing mass killings 

online.203 This phenomenon can also be referred to as “gamification” of extremist 

violence.204 According to a joint report by the FBI and DHS, online gamification 

can inspire other extremists to commit future acts of terror with a higher death toll. 

The possibility to stay anonymous on many online forums is believed to contribute 

to more extreme discussions by white supremacists and other radicalized extremist 

individuals.205 Nowadays, however, some white supremacists also use encrypted 

channels and coded language to communicate with each other.206 

 

As stated by the FBI, violent extremists use social media not only to spread 

propaganda and to recruit new people, but also to provoke violence against specific 

minority groups.207 As it is possible for everyone to spread such messages fast to a 

large audience on the internet and in social media, this puts pressure on the state to 

identify potential white supremacist threats before they are turned into reality. A lot 

of self-radicalizations of violent extremists takes place online which contributes to 

challenges in finding terrorist subjects and dismantling plans of terror. With the fast 

expansion of social media in the last decade, some actors have begun to discuss 

what level of responsibility large social media companies have (or should have) in 

preventing incitements to violence.208 As mentioned by the HSAC, social media 

companies sometimes refer to the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution (which 

for instance guarantees the right to freedom of speech) when arguing against a ban 

 
202 FBI, “Confronting White Supremacy”. 
203 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 17. 
204 Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) & U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS), “Strate-
gic Intelligence Assessment”, 8. 
205 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 12. 
206 Homeland Security Advisory Council (HSAC), “Preventing Targeted Violence Against Faith-
Based Communities”, 33; Council on Foreign Relations, “Homeland Security Emerging Threats: 
Terrorism and White Supremacy”. 
207 FBI, “Confronting White Supremacy”.  
208 Council on Foreign Relations, “Homeland Security Emerging Threats: Terrorism and White Su-
premacy”. 
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of extremist white supremacists on their platforms.209 As previously mentioned, 

however, it is important to recognize that the primary responsibility of protecting 

civilians from violations of their human rights, for example violence by white 

supremacists that violates American Jews’ right to freedom of religion, lies with the 

federal state.210 It can be noted that the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of 

religion or belief, Ahmed Shaheed, has explicitly stated that it is the responsibility 

of the state to address antisemitism, for instance when it is expressed online. The 

HSAC has further contended that it is “every government’s duty to secure 

conditions of peace, justice, and liberty in which people of faith may exercise their 

religious freedoms without oppression and fear”.211 

 

Law enforcement on both state and local levels in the United States faces difficulties 

in meeting challenges that come with large-scale online activities by domestic 

extremists. For example, law enforcement often struggles with a shortage of 

personnel as well as a lack of knowledge when it comes to handling extremist online 

activities, according to a 2019 report by the HSAC.212 Because there can be a 

relatively short time frame between when someone is radicalized online and when 

the same individual carry out violence, it has become difficult for the FBI and other 

law enforcement personnel to both identify and dismantle potential terrorist threats 

in time.213 As Elizabeth Neumann at the U.S. Department of Homeland Security 

explains, several actors in the United States, including some agents at the FBI, could 

make use of better prevention capabilities to handle all the recruitment of extremists 

that take place online.214 Neumann nevertheless emphasizes that the country has 

developed new tools to deal with online threats. Still, however, she concludes that 

the U.S. must upscale its efforts to be able to effectively prevent extremist 

radicalization of individuals and consequent violent acts. 

 
209 Homeland Security Advisory Council (HSAC), “Preventing Targeted Violence Against Faith-
Based Communities”, 37. 
210 UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, “Elimination of All Forms of Religious 
Intolerance”, 21. 
211 Homeland Security Advisory Council (HSAC), “Preventing Targeted Violence Against Faith-
Based Communities”, 10. 
212 Ibid, 37. 
213 House of Representatives, Hearing Before the Subcommittee on Civil Rights and Civil Liberties 
of the Committee on Oversight and Reform, One Hundred Sixteenth Congress, First Session. 
“Confronting Violent White Supremacy (Part 2): Adequacy of the Federal Response”, 13. 
214 Ibid. 
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Although extremists, on the one hand, often use the internet and social media to 

strengthen their cause, it should be noted that authorities on the other hand can take 

advantage of online surveillance of such groups and individuals.215 Through mass 

data analysis, it is sometimes possible for authorities to spot plans of terror, and to 

identify individual suspects in extremist networks online. In some cases, untrained 

radicalized extremists leave exposed information about themselves online that 

authorities can use in their investigations. One such example was in the aftermath 

of the attack on the United States Congress on January 6, 2021, when investigators 

analyzed social media posts about the event to identify suspects, which in some 

cases led to prosecutions and verdicts.216 Analyzing traces of extremists’ online 

activities can in other words be helpful when trying to pinpoint criminal individuals 

and their networks. Byman notes that, without the expansion of the internet and 

social media, it probably would not have been possible to find as many suspects 

after the January 6 insurrection. The internet and social media have, despite new 

challenges that it brings, thus also enabled new tools for the authorities to combat 

and investigate extremist violence. Similarly, authorities have a new opportunity to 

monitor white supremacist activities online to identify and dismantle terrorist 

threats against faith-based communities. To prevent violent attacks on Jewish 

communities in the U.S, for instance, law enforcement can now trace incitements 

to violence and signs of terrorist plans online, given of course that such actions fall 

within their legal boundaries. 

 

Prevention Through Education 

The UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief, Ahmed Shaheed, 

stresses that it is necessary to use a human rights-based approach to combat 

antisemitism.217 The Special Rapporteur encourages not only states, but also the 

United Nations, civil society organizations, and the media to follow such an 

approach in the fight against antisemitism. Shaheed particularly emphasizes that a 

 
215 Byman, “Counterterrorism and Modern White Supremacy”, 13. 
216 The Guardian, “Judges Weigh Social Media Posts in Criminal Sentences for US Capitol Attack”. 
Published in 2021, Downloaded in 2022. https://www.theguardian.com/us-
news/2021/dec/13/judges-weigh-social-media-posts-criminal-sentences-us-capitol-attack 
217 UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, “Elimination of All Forms of Religious 
Intolerance”, 20-21. 
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human rights-based approach must include investments that will promote “the 

development of democratic societies that are resilient to extremist ideologies, 

including antisemitic propaganda.”218 The Special Rapporteur underscores that it is 

crucial to have interactive discussions with the younger generations to make them 

more aware of the importance of actively combating antisemitism.219 Shaheed 

further states that investments in education, especially education that encourages 

critical thinking, are central to the human rights-based approach to combat 

antisemitism. On that note, Shaheed clams that “education is a key factor in 

addressing issues and preventing future incidences of hate.”220 In discussions with 

the Special Rapporteur, representatives of civil society organizations from various 

countries have agreed with his observation that education is essential in the fight 

against antisemitism. Some organizations specifically insist that schools’ education 

about the Holocaust should be combined with training on critical thinking to ensure 

that more people are provided with tools to identify and reject antisemitism. 

 

In the American context, the matter of preventing antisemitism and extremist 

violence against Jews through education has been discussed by both state and non-

governmental actors. Something that could contribute to dismantling antisemitic 

propaganda or disinformation would be, along Rubin’s theoretical perspective, to 

include discussions about antisemitism in education on Critical Race Theory, for 

example in American schools. It would also be a good idea to teach students about 

the diversity of Jewish communities, and emphasize that there is not one Jewish 

experience, but Jews can have different ways of manifesting their religion. In the 

last few years, however, some American states have prohibited (or plan on banning) 

the teaching of CRT in classrooms, which is an obstacle when teaching kids about 

the United States’ racist past and present, for example racism in the form of anti-

Black racism and antisemitism. Interestingly, the U.S. Department of Justice wrote 

in a report from 2016 that many religious communities advocate, while being aware 

of legal restraints in influencing curriculums in the U.S, that students should get a 

deeper understanding for the country’s diversity of religious communities through 

 
218 UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, “Elimination of All Forms of Religious 
Intolerance”, 20-21. 
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their education.221 Some religious communities demand more guidance from the 

federal government on what resources are available to meet this need. Religious 

organizations also highlight teachers’ role in addressing antisemitism and other 

forms of racism in classrooms. According to the U.S. Department of Justice, 

students generally have limited knowledge about their legal rights “to be educated 

in an environment free from religion-based discrimination and harassment”.222 

Some religious communities express that teachers do not have sufficient knowledge 

about legal requirements in classrooms on the issue of religious discrimination. 

Under those circumstances, the U.S. Department of Justice and various religious 

communities call on the government to provide schools with guidance on how to 

effectively teach students about religion without compromising constitutional 

values. Providing civilians with a deeper understanding of religious diversity and 

their right to freedom of religion, for instance in accordance with Article 18 of the 

ICCPR, is an important step in preventing acts of violence on religious communities 

in the U.S, for example white supremacist attacks on the Jewish minority. 

 

As the second part of the analysis has shown, the U.S. has taken several important 

steps over the years to prevent violent extremism towards the country’s religious 

minorities. Despite this, there is still a long way to go to combat the current threats 

of extremists, for example to stop white supremacist violence on Jewish 

communities. The second part of the analysis has highlighted the country’s 

progress, as well as the remaining challenges that the federal state faces in terms of 

protecting Jews’ right to freedom of religion, as defined in Article 18 of the ICCPR. 

As the analysis of research question number two has shown, security grants are 

generally useful in protecting religious communities from extremist violence, but 

there is still a need for more funding to expand available grants to religious 

organizations. There is also a need for more detailed data on hate crimes, for 

example antisemitic hate crimes. More accurate data would be helpful, as that 

would clarify what level of resources are needed to combat the threat of the white 

supremacist movement, for example. Legislation has been, and continues to be, an 

important way of combating white supremacist violence. Several relevant laws on 

this matter have been adopted in the U.S. Congress, although it would be a good 
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idea to also examine the effectiveness of a federal domestic terrorism statute. To 

strengthen the security of religious communities, several actors have on the one 

hand encouraged better coordination by the government. On the other hand, actors 

such as the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief has pointed to 

the importance of education, as education can be an effective way of preventing 

antisemitism. It should be noted that the U.S. federal state does provide some 

security to Jewish congregations in accordance with Article 18 of the ICCPR – but, 

in light of recent white supremacist attacks on Jewish communities – there is 

certainly still room for improvements. 

 

Critique on Article 18 of the ICCPR 

When discussing to what extent the state is protecting Jews’ freedom of religion 

from white supremacist violence in the United States, it is certainly interesting to 

also incorporate a reflection about how Article 18 of the ICCPR could have been 

formulated differently to make it more effective in practice. Are there reasons to 

believe that the article should have put more pressure on the states in the first place, 

and if so, in what ways? The remainder of the analysis will, in line with the Legal 

Analytical Method, discuss this matter by comparing the content of Article 18 of 

the ICCPR with the rights declared in the UN Declaration on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief. 

 

In 1981, the UN General Assembly adopted the Declaration on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief.223 

Although the Declaration is not a legally binding instrument (in contrast to the 

ICCPR), it is still an important document as it sets expectations on the states, which 

UN states have agreed upon with consensus, regarding civilians’ religious freedom. 

There are some important elements in the Declaration that could have been included 

when writing Article 18 of the ICCPR a few years earlier. Compared to Article 18 

of the ICCPR, the Declaration is more precise in its expectations of states to combat 

discrimination on the grounds of religion or belief. Indeed, Article 2 of the 

 
223 The United Nations General Assembly, “UN Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief”. Resolution 36/55. 1981. 
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Declaration states that “No one shall be subject to discrimination by any State, 

institution, group of persons, or person on the grounds of religion or belief”.224 

Furthermore, Article 4:1 of the Declaration stipulates: “All States shall take 

effective measures to prevent and eliminate discrimination on the grounds of 

religion or belief in the recognition, exercise and enjoyment of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms in all fields of civil, economic, political, social and cultural 

life.”225 To connect this to the research questions, it likely would have been helpful 

to have similar requirements included in Article 18 of the ICCPR, as that would 

have put legal pressure on the U.S. state to undermine antisemitism, which is 

causing white supremacist violence on Jewish communities in the country today. 

 

In addition, Article 18 of the ICCPR could have incorporated the following 

provision, which is stipulated in Article 4:2 of the Declaration on the Elimination 

of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief: “All 

States shall make all efforts to enact or rescind legislation where necessary to 

prohibit any such discrimination, and to take all appropriate measures to combat 

intolerance on the grounds of religion or belief in this matter.”226 Although a similar 

requirement, that is for State Parties to ensure that appropriate legislation is enacted 

to protect the provisions that are set forth in the ICCPR, is found in Article 2:2 of 

the ICCPR227, legislation requirements in Article 18 itself potentially could have 

strengthened the Article’s provisions on the right to freedom of religion or belief 

further. In summary, to make Article 18 of the ICCPR more effective in terms of 

protecting Jewish communities from white supremacist violence in the U.S, it could 

have included not only legal requirements on the states to undermine discrimination 

on the grounds of religion or belief (in this case, antisemitism), but also could have 

required (in addition to Article 2:2 of the ICCPR) that states must enact or rescind 

legislation to more effectively protect the provisions of Article 18. 

 
224 The United Nations General Assembly, “UN Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of In-
tolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief”. Resolution 36/55. 1981. 
225 Ibid. 
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or other measures, each State Party to the present Covenant undertakes to take the necessary 
steps, in accordance with its constitutional processes and with the provisions of the present Cov-
enant, to adopt such laws or other measures as may be necessary to give effect to the rights rec-
ognized in the present Covenant”. The United Nations General Assembly, “International Cove-
nant on Civil and Political Rights” (ICCPR). 1966. 
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Conclusions 

 

The purpose of the thesis has been to examine the impacts of white supremacy on 

Jews’ freedom of religion in the United States. I have used the Legal Analytical 

Method and Daniel Ian Rubin’s approach to Critical Race Theory to analyze the 

following two research questions: 1) “In what ways does the white supremacist 

movement constitute a threat to Jews’ freedom of religion in the United States?”, 

and 2) “To what extent is the state protecting Jews’ freedom of religion from the 

white supremacist movement in accordance with Article 18 of the ICCPR?” 

 

In regard to the first research question, the analysis has shown that the white 

supremacist movement is threatening Jews’ freedom of religion in the U.S. in three 

main ways: through physical attacks, psychological intimidation, and economic 

effects. In recent years, Jewish communities in the U.S. have become victims in 

several lethal terrorist attacks, and in some of these cases, the perpetrator was driven 

by white supremacist ideology. For example, 11 Jews were killed and 7 were 

injured in the white supremacist attack on the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania in 2018. Another example is the attack on the Chabad of Poway 

Synagogue in 2019, where one congregant was shot to death and three others were 

injured during a Passover service. Antisemitism – in other words racism against 

Jews – indeed remains a critical issue in the United States. The FBI has estimated 

that about 60 percent of the country’s religion-based hate crimes were aimed at 

Jews in 2019. Although the United States has been criticized, both nationally and 

internationally, for its underreporting of hate crimes, the FBI’s data still indicates 

that the country has serious challenges today in terms of combating antisemitism, 

not least among white supremacists. 

 

Beyond physical threats, for example in the form of terrorist attacks and hate 

crimes, the white supremacist movement is threatening Jews’ freedom of religion 

though psychological intimidation. This is because, as research have shown, the 

fear of antisemitism is sometimes hampering Jews in manifesting their religion. As 

illustrated in a recent poll by the American Jewish Committee, as much as 22 

percent of American Jews avoid wearing symbols that that could be associated with 

their Jewish identity, in fear of becoming direct targets of antisemitism. For 
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example, some Jewish men refrain from wearing the Jewish kippah in public 

settings as they fear this could lead to antisemitic attacks. Moreover, fear of 

antisemitic attacks can make Jews avoid visiting sites that are associated with 

Judaism, for example Jewish houses of worship or kosher stores. To some Jews, 

eating kosher food is considered part of their religion, which means that threats to 

kosher stores can limit their religious freedom. Because of the fear of antisemitism, 

some American Jews also avoid speaking in Hebrew in public settings. As stated 

by the Human Rights Committee (HRC) in General Comment No. 22, wearing the 

kippah and speaking Hebrew both could be protected by Article 18 of the ICCPR. 

Indeed, according to HRC’s General Comment No. 22, “head coverings” (in this 

case, the kippah) and “the use of a particular language customarily spoken by a 

group” (in this case, Hebrew) may both be included in “the observance and practice 

of religion or belief”, and as such be guaranteed by the federal state through Article 

18 of the ICCPR. 

 

The Torah, in other words the first five books of the Jewish Bible, are considered 

some of the most central documents in Judaism. The importance of hospitality is 

discussed several times in the Torah, and accordingly the concept of “welcoming 

the stranger” is perceived as an important command by many practicing Jews. 

Because Jewish communities have been under attack several times in the last few 

years by white supremacists and other extremists, Jewish congregations in the U.S. 

increasingly find it difficult to uphold the religious idea of “welcoming the 

stranger” as many of them experience a need to upgrade their security and as such 

step back from strangers at their houses of worship. In other words, the challenge 

of providing more security for congregants because of the threat from various 

extremists puts Jewish congregations in a difficult dilemma. On the one hand, 

Jewish leaders may be inclined to welcome strangers into their facilities as that can 

be considered part of their religious tradition. On the other hand, such an act may, 

at the time, compromise Jewish congregants’ security. The risk, or perceived risk, 

of future white supremacist attacks toward Jewish communities can therefore 

impede Jews’ religious practice of welcoming the stranger, and so – this by itself – 

should be viewed as another threat to their freedom of religion. 
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In addition to physical and psychological threats, economic implications of white 

supremacist attacks in the United States should be considered an obstacle to Jews’ 

freedom of religion. Indeed, the need for securitization at Jewish houses of worship 

and other Jewish sites can come with negative economic consequences, especially 

for congregations with a tight budget. Nowadays, religious organizations in the U.S. 

can apply for security grants. However, some congregations still find that available 

grants are not enough to protect their congregants from violent extremists. If a 

certain congregation would have to decrease its religious activity or close down 

their facility as a consequence of the need for increased economic investments in 

security arrangements, this should be considered a threat to Jewish congregants’ 

freedom of religion as defined in Article 18 of the ICCPR, specifically as this could 

hamper an individual’s “freedom, either individually or in community with others, 

[...] to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and 

teaching”.228 

 

In regard to the second research question, the thesis has shown that the U.S. state is 

protecting Jews’ freedom of religion from the white supremacist movement to a 

certain extent – but more can still be done to undermine this threat. It is important 

to emphasize that the U.S. has ratified the ICCPR, which means that the state is 

legally obligated to implement the Convention. Of course, this includes Article 18 

of the ICCPR, which guarantees the right to freedom of thought, conscience and 

religion. The U.S. has taken multiple steps over the years to protect religious 

communities, including Jewish congregations, from various forms of extremist 

violence, such as white supremacist attacks. Today, religious organizations can, for 

example, apply for security grants. However, as recent violent attacks in the U.S. 

have shown, the security grants that are available today are clearly insufficient to 

protect all religious communities from white supremacists and other extremists. 

Dismantling extremists before they commit violent attacks on Jewish communities 

or other minorities is difficult, especially considering the fast expansion of the 

internet and social media. Indeed, radicalization of extremists often take place 

online and it can be difficult for authorities to identify potential terrorist threats in 

 
228 The United Nations General Assembly, “International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights” 

(ICCPR). Article 18, Paragraph 1. Resolution 2200A (XXI). 1966.  
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time. Interestingly, some religious organizations in the U.S. have questioned the 

state’s efforts and allocation of resources to combat domestic terrorism in the 

United States, especially in contrast to the state’s robust investments in fighting 

international Islamic terror. Because of the need for more security grants, the DHS 

should, as the Homeland Security Advisory Council (HSAC) has suggested, apply 

for increased funding from Congress. DHS also should – in line with the HSAC’s 

recommendations – create a “National Day of Preparedness” and take the lead in 

developing standardized security guidelines, with the purpose of spreading 

knowledge about how to enhance security at religious facilities across the U.S. 

 

Beyond security grants, it is possible for Jewish and other religious organizations 

in the U.S. to get security briefings by the Secret Service, as well as advice on 

security issues (including infrastructure assessments) from Protective Security 

Advisors (PSAs). However, there is currently a need for more PSAs in the United 

States. DHS has, beyond the measures that have already been mentioned here, 

developed programs that offer security audits to religious organizations. Moreover, 

the FBI created the Domestic Terrorism-Hate Crimes Fusion Cell in 2019 to 

improve the flow of information between different divisions of the FBI, which, in 

turn, has helped the Bureau in investigating attacks and preventing new ones. The 

Fusion Cell can therefore be useful in the FBI’s work to, for instance, combat white 

supremacist attacks on Jewish communities. 

 

As this thesis has illustrated, there is an urgent need to collect accurate data on hate 

crimes in the U.S, as such data will be necessary when estimating what level of 

resources are needed to combat white supremacist violence, for example attacks on 

Jewish communities. Moreover, law enforcements’ reporting of hate crimes to the 

FBI must become mandatory. American law enforcement also should, in line with 

CERD’s observations, get training in how to accurately report and investigate hate 

crimes. On a positive note, the FBI has recently updated its hate crimes reporting 

system, but it remains to be seen how effective the new system will be in practice. 

 

Another way in which white supremacist attacks on Jews can be prevented (and 

punished) is through legislation, for example on the federal level. Due to political 

polarization in the United States today, however – not least between Democrats and 
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Republicans – it is generally difficult to pass new laws. Nevertheless, some relevant 

laws are already in place. In this thesis, the intent has not been to discuss all such 

laws, but rather to highlight some relevant laws that can be used to combat white 

supremacist violence against Jews in the U.S. For example, federal law 18 U.S.C. 

§ 247 prohibits individuals from using force or threats of force to “interfere with 

the exercise of religious beliefs as well as the destruction of religious property, 

including violent conduct targeting religious houses of worship”.229 Another 

important law is the 18 U.S.C. § 249, which was passed by Congress in 2009. The 

adoption of 18 U.S.C. § 249 granted increased authority for various jurisdictions in 

the U.S. to investigate and prosecute crimes that “were motivated by bias against 

race, religion, ethnicity/national origin, disability, sexual orientation, gender, or 

gender identity.”230 Recent white supremacist attacks on religious communities in 

the U.S. do indicate, however, that existing legislation is not sufficient in preventing 

future attacks. It is therefore necessary to consider adopting new federal legislation 

(as an example, the potential effectiveness of a federal domestic terrorism statute 

should be examined) but also to intensify other forms of preventative measures, for 

example educate more people about civilians’ right to freedom of religion. 

 

To summarize, the American white supremacist movement is threatening Jews’ 

freedom of religion in three main ways: through physical attacks, psychological 

intimidation, and economic effects. The federal state is protecting Jews’ freedom 

of religion, as defined in Article 18 of the ICCPR, from the white supremacist 

movement to a certain extent; on the one hand, security grants are offered, and the 

FBI has created a Fusion Cell that can be useful in preventing attacks on Jewish 

targets, among other efforts. On the other hand, continued white supremacist attacks 

on Jewish communities in the United States show that there is a need for more 

action. Indeed, to combat white supremacist violence on Jewish communities more 

effectively, it will be necessary to implement additional preventative measures, for 

example reassess the state’s allocation of resources, enhance education efforts, and 

consider new federal legislation on domestic terrorism.  
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