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Preface and Acknowledgments

Academic scholars are notoriously slow creatures. Most of us take years 
to plan, conduct, and analyze research, and then need years more to 
write up the data, go through academic peer-review processes, and fi
nally publish the results—often in journals or other outlets that primar-
ily target peers within our own academic fields and communities rather 
than those outside of academia. And because academic careers are re-
warded for this kind of scholarship, it can be particularly challenging to 
develop and share expertise in ways that broader publics find both rel-
evant and responsive. I am no exception to this dilemma. Each of my 
previous books took approximately a decade to research and write. 
Until quite recently, most of my writing and speaking has been directed 
toward other academics, rather than to broader publics.

This book is different. It is a book written to and for the public—for 
educators, policy makers, parents, coaches, and anyone who interacts 
with people who are at risk for radicalization to hate. It came out of the 
learning that took place as I was rapidly thrust into a new, more public 
world while I was writing my previous book, The Extreme Gone Main-
stream. Seemingly overnight, my previously niche, subcultural research 
in a foreign country, had mainstream relevance at home, in ways I never 
could have anticipated. I was suddenly privy to more generalist and 
policy-related conversations about the underlying problems and griev-
ances fueling rising extremist violence, about the drivers and orga
nizational tactics of terrorist and violent extremist groups, and about 
what might work to stem rising hate and extremism. Journalists, policy 
makers, friends, colleagues, and random people on trains asked me to 
explain the global dimensions of far-right extremism, how mainstream-
ing happens, and how far-right youth culture and the tactics and strate-
gies of far-right groups and movements are evolving. These conversa-
tions took place in the media, in a variety of government agencies and 
offices, and in broader circles of interventionists, educators, funders, 
and policy makers. My learning curve was necessarily swift as I worked 
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to distill what I had learned from twenty years of empirical work on the 
ground with youth in and around far-right scenes—and school-based 
efforts to combat extremism—into broader discussions and frames.

The urgency around the current state of far-right and white-
supremacist extremism globally changed the way I write. From the time 
that this book was first conceived, in a conversation with an editor in 
winter 2019, to its actual publication in fall 2020, only about eighteen 
months passed, including the entire production process. The pace of 
writing forced me out of my quiet office with its dual screens and ergo-
nomic keyboard to whatever spaces and places I was in, whenever I 
could squeeze out time to write. I wrote this book on my laptop in doc-
tors’ and dentists’ office waiting rooms, on trains and planes, and even 
in the passenger seat of a car on two ten-hour summer drives. I wrote in 
the early dawn hours, before I had even brushed my teeth. I wrote in the 
middle of the night, when I woke up and could not fall back asleep.

Taking advantage of all the possible moments to write was one rea-
son I could pull this book together with relative speed. But the other 
major reason is that I already had been encouraged to write quite a lot 
about this topic before I realized it would become a book. I am im
mensely grateful to the many editors and hosts who nudged me 
toward exploration of the ideas I develop here. Since I finished my 
previous book, I’ve given more than fifty invited talks, keynotes, plenary 
speeches, conference papers, and visiting lectures, across the United 
States and in ten other countries. Each of these talks was crucial for al-
lowing me to explore the ideas that made their way into these pages. In 
invited discussions and briefings for policy makers, governmental agen-
cies, embassy representatives, intelligence analysts, law enforcement, 
and other public authorities in the United States and abroad, I was not 
only forced to hone these arguments but also had the opportunity to 
learn from scholars, practitioners, and policy makers through shared 
presentations, discussions, and roundtables. Scores of extremism and 
terrorism experts and researchers, from think tanks, government agen-
cies, nongovernmental organizations, research institutes and centers, 
and advocacy groups, contributed immensely to my learning in a wide 
variety of focused research conversations and discussions. My Septem-
ber 2019 written and oral congressional testimony before the US House 
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of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs’ Subcommittee on the 
Middle East, North Africa, and International Terrorism and the Com-
mittee on Homeland Security’s Subcommittee on Intelligence and 
Counterterrorism helped further clarify and articulate my arguments 
about how we should understand white-supremacist and far-right ex-
tremism, how to assess the threat, and what should be done about it.

In over two dozen op-eds and short essays during the same period, I 
articulated early arguments that would later develop into the chapters 
of this book. These essays were key to my thinking processes and deci-
sion to write this book.1 Feedback from readers, listeners, viewers, and 
editors helped refine my thinking. I am equally indebted to the dozens 
of journalists, students, and colleagues whose insightful and sometimes 
challenging questions in media interviews, classrooms, and hallway 
conversations forced me to better articulate the logic of my arguments 
in a variety of places. The out-of-the-box thinking and innovative ideas 
constantly batted about by my colleagues in our newly launched Polar-
ization and Extremism Research and Innovation Lab (PERIL) in Amer-
ican University’s Center for University Excellence (CUE) were essential 
to the conceptual development of my arguments as well as my specific 
thinking about intervention and prevention.

There are several individuals whose support, coauthorship, editorial 
advice, or keen eyes have helped shape my thinking in ways that show 
up in this book in big and small ways that deserve mention. In particu
lar, I owe a tremendous intellectual debt to Akiko, Archie, Audra, Brian, 
Brian, Caleb, Cas, Daniel, Eviane, Fabian, Graham, Heidi, Hilary, John, 
Kathy, Larry, Mabel, Matthew, Maureen, Meagan, Oren, Pete, Scott, 
Shannon, Tamir, and Will. For research assistance and other support 
essential to this book’s production, I am grateful to David, Emily, Jackie, 
James, La’Nita, Laurie, Kathryn, and Maia. Several colleagues read early 
versions of chapters or the entire draft manuscript and provided feed-
back, and for this I am especially indebted to Brian, Caleb, Cas, Daisy, 
Daniel, Emily, Erin, Gary, John, Jon, Kai, Kathleen, Liz, and Ryan, along 
with three anonymous Princeton University Press reviewers. My im-
mediate and extended family, along with Jan, Julie, Andrew, Sarah, 
Ryan, and their families, deserve incredible thanks for putting up with 
me, especially while I wrote this book. I owe them everything.




