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FRANKFORT, KY - JANUARY 31: Gun rights activists carrying semi-automatic firearms pose for a photograph in the Capitol Building
on January 31, 2020 in Frankfort, Kentucky. Advocates from across the state gathered at the Kentucky Capitol in support of the
Second Amendment. The rally will include speeches from Rep. Thomas Massie (R-KY) and former Washington, D.C. Special Police
Officer, Dick Heller. (Photo by Bryan Woolston/Getty Images)

In August 2020, loosely organized militias began to patrol Kenosha, Wisconsin, openly carrying guns in direct
response to the demonstrations for racial equity in the city after the police shooting of Jacob Blake. One of those
who answered a militia’s call-to-arms was Kyle Rittenhouse, a then 17-year-old from Illinois who wandered in
Kenosha armed with an AR-15-style rifle. He patrolled the streets openly brandishing his long gun and, within
hours of his arrival, had shot three people among the demonstrators, killing two.

In this August 25, 2020 file photo, Kyle Rittenhouse, left, with backwards cap, walks along Sheridan Road in Kenosha, Wis., with
another armed civilian. (Adam Rogan/The Journal Times via AP, File)
The violence in Kenosha may have been even worse had the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) not arrested
two heavily armed individuals who had driven from Missouri to Kenosha — after the highly publicized shootings
— allegedly “with the intention of possibly using the firearms on people.” 1 The two men had attended a Trump
rally in Kenosha and planned to continue on to Portland, Oregon. Both were members of the Missouri-based 417
Second Amendment Militia, and one reportedly said he was willing to “take action” if police were defunded. 2
The fatal shootings in Kenosha came at the tail-end of a summer spike in demonstrations nationwide following
multiple police shootings and the murder of George Floyd. While the rate of demonstrations per week 3 in the
United States has decreased since then, the country continues to witness demonstrations and to grapple with
sometimes violent confrontations between counter-demonstrators. In the past year and a half, the sight of
demonstrators and counter-demonstrators armed with firearms has become more common, and the risk of violent
escalation has remained high.
This collaboration between the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED) and Everytown for Gun
Safety Support Fund (Everytown) presents quantitative research on demonstrations in the United States during
the 18-month period from January 2020 through June 2021, documenting 560 events where demonstrators,
counter-demonstrators, or other individuals or groups were present and carried or brandished firearms (see inset
definition).

While most demonstrations in the country have remained peaceful, analysis of the data reveal clear patterns and
characteristics that raise the risk of violent or destructive activity during public gatherings, 4 including easy access
to firearms. Armed demonstrations comprise nearly 10% of all violent or destructive demonstrations in the United
States, and are violent or destructive six times more often than unarmed demonstrations. Contrary to claims
that the presence of guns in public spaces makes people safer, demonstrations involving at least one armed
individual tend to be violent or destructive 16% of the time.

WHAT ARE ARMED DEMONSTRATIONS?
Armed demonstrations refer to demonstrations 5 in which individuals and groups — including militias,
militant social movements, and unaffiliated individuals and groups — are present and identified as equipped
with firearms in print, photographs, and/or video. Such demonstrations vary from hundreds of armed
members of a militia marching through a city to an individual pointing a firearm at demonstrators from a
vehicle. Demonstrations are not considered armed if the only armed individuals are active-duty law
enforcement and/or military units. Off-duty law enforcement and military personnel, however, are included
as armed individuals and/or groups, as relevant.

The outcome of this ACLED-Everytown collaboration is the first real-time, publicly available resource tracking
armed presence at demonstrations across the US. Building on ACLED’s established data collection methodology, 6
this project allows users to systematically compare trends in demonstrations with an armed presence to those
without for the first time, in a way that has not been possible until now. ACLED continues to track the presence of
firearms at demonstrations in real time through its regular data collection work, with all data made available to
the public. 7
The analysis finds that the presence of armed groups and individuals at a demonstration strongly correlates with
an increase in violent or destructive behavior during public gatherings: armed demonstrations are nearly six
times as likely to turn violent or destructive compared to unarmed demonstrations. In addition, the
majority of armed demonstrations have been driven by far-right mobilization and reactions to left-wing
activism, such as opposition to the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, support for former President Donald
Trump, opposition to gun regulations, and opposition to pandemic-related public health restrictions. As one
example, nearly 84% of armed demonstrations associated with the BLM movement included armed groups or
individuals opposing pro-BLM demonstrators. At least 18% of all armed demonstrations have occurred on the
grounds of government facilities, with more than 100 reported at legislative buildings and vote counting centers
across 25 states and Washington, DC. Militia groups and militant social movements, like the Proud Boys and
Three Percenters, are active in over 54% of all armed demonstrations. Further, demonstrations in states that
permit the open carry of firearms were more than five times as likely to have an armed presence at
demonstrations.

Armed Demonstrations in America
Danger of armed demonstrations

Between January 2020 and June 2021, there were more than 30,000 public demonstrations in the US. Of those, at
least 560 demonstrations included the presence of an armed individual, other than law enforcement. While armed
demonstrations represent a small proportion of the total number of events, this subset is significantly more likely
to involve violence or destructive behavior.
Roughly one out of every six demonstrations where firearms were present included reports of violent or
destructive activity. For demonstrations where no firearms were identified, that figure is one out of 37. While
armed demonstrations account for less than 2% of the total number of demonstrations in the US, they account for
10% of all violent or destructive demonstrations. Armed demonstrations turn violent or destructive about 16% of
the time, compared to less than 3% of the time for unarmed demonstrations, where demonstrators might engage
in violence — through use of weapons other than firearms or unarmed physical violence — or destructive activity.
That trend is mirrored in which events turned deadly. A fatality was reported at approximately one out of every
2,963 demonstrations where no firearm was identified, compared to about one out of every 62 demonstrations
where there was a firearm identified.
These findings undermine a central argument of gun rights proponents that armed individuals are ‘guarantors’ of
safety in public or private spaces. The report directly contradicts arguments advocating for more publicly armed
individuals, as promoted by the National Rifle Association (NRA) after the Sandy Hook school shooting. NRA
CEO Wayne LaPierre reacted to that shooting with the now notorious motto, “the only way to stop a bad guy with
a gun is a good guy with a gun.” 8 For years before and since, in the face of massive public support for common
sense gun laws, the NRA has stipulated that easy access to firearms was central to individual and community
safety. On the contrary, we find that at recent demonstrations, the presence of an armed person is correlated to
more — not less — violence and destruction, and is a detriment to public safety and the right to organize,
compared to demonstrations with unarmed participants.
In many events, the violence or destructive behavior reported during these demonstrations is carried out by those
who are armed, resulting in firearms directly contributing to more dangerous demonstrations. This is not always
the case: in some events, a demonstration turns violent or destructive due to the actions of people other than
those armed. Nevertheless, the trend that armed demonstrations are more likely to be violent or destructive shows
how the presence of firearms at a demonstration can serve to escalate tensions in contentious contexts, indirectly
contributing to a more dangerous environment. In addition to the shooting in Kenosha, there have been multiple
other shootings at demonstrations and counter-demonstrations where guns were present:

Shootings at
demonstrations and
counter-demonstrations
where guns were
present
July 26, 2020
In Tyler, Texas on 26 July 2020, armed men,
including some associated with the white

In this August 22, 2020 file photo, a Proud Boy supporter
points a gun during clashes between groups like Proud Boys
and Patriot Prayer, and protesters against police brutality and
racial injustice in Portland, Oregon. (REUTERS/Maranie Staab)

supremacist Aryan Brotherhood, attacked a
rally for a Democratic congressional candidate,
injuring his aide. 9
July 25, 2020
The previous day, also in Texas, an armed proBLM demonstrator was killed by an activeduty Air Force Sergeant in Austin after the
airman drove his car into a crowd of
demonstrators and then opened fire. The
airman later claimed self-defense due to the
presence of armed demonstrators, although he
previously posted tweets glorifying violence
against BLM supporters. 10
June 15, 2020
In another incident in Albuquerque, New
Mexico on 15 June 2020, a group called the
New Mexico Civil Guard came armed to a
protest about a controversial colonial statue,
with the stated intent of ‘defending’ the
monument. 11 Governor Michelle Lujan
Grisham called out the presence of “heavily
armed individuals” at the protest “to menace
protesters and to present an unsanctioned
show of unregulated force.” 12 An armed man
who was also at the protest to defend the statue
allegedly threw a woman to the ground and
then opened fire into the crowd. The man has
been charged with aggravated battery with a
deadly weapon. 13
June 1, 2020
In Las Vegas, Nevada on 1 June 2020, a man
who was not involved in an ongoing pro-BLM
demonstration fired randomly into a crowd of
demonstrators, severely injuring a police
officer. Police responded by shooting into the
crowd, killing an armed demonstrator who was
legally carrying and did not present a threat to
officers, according to a later police
investigation. 14
August 29, 2020
On 29 August 2020 in Portland, Oregon,
hundreds of vehicles formed a caravan
demonstration in support of President Trump.

During the rally, which included the Proud
Boys and III% militia members, demonstrators
used pepper spray and shot paintball guns at
pro-BLM counter-demonstrators, as well as at
journalists. They also drove their trucks
through crowds of counter-demonstrators who
had tried to block the streets. 15 Amidst the
clashes, a member of Patriot Prayer, Aaron ‘Jay’
Danielson, was shot and killed by an opposing
activist, Michael Reinoehl. Reinoehl claimed
he was acting in self-defense, as he thought he
and his friend were going to be stabbed. 16 17

This non-exhaustive list of cases exemplifies how the presence of firearms at demonstrations can endanger
demonstrators, bystanders, and police.

Armed demonstration trends over time
After relatively few armed demonstrations early in 2020, April saw a sharp increase, accounting for three times
the average number in the first three months of 2020. All of the armed events that month were demonstrations
against government stay-at-home orders during the coronavirus pandemic, two-thirds of which took place on the
grounds of legislative buildings across the country (see graph below). Armed demonstrations against stay-at-home
orders continued through May, nearly matching the number in April.

Armed Demonstrators by Driver (January 2020 – June 2021)
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By the end of May, following the police murder of
George Floyd in Minneapolis, the country witnessed
a surge of demonstrations for racial justice. Armed
Nearly 84% of the armed demonstrations associated
counter-demonstrators and others openly
with the BLM movement included armed groups or
brandishing guns attended many of these events,
individuals that were present to oppose pro-BLM
resulting in the largest spike in demonstrations
demonstrators.
where firearms were present (see graph above). The
three-month period after George Floyd was killed
accounts for more than half of the total number of
armed demonstrations recorded across the 18-month reporting period. Nearly 84% of the armed demonstrations
associated with the BLM movement included armed groups or individuals that were present to oppose proBLM demonstrators.
The summer and fall of 2020 saw a number of demonstrations around the presidential election where firearms
were brandished. The election’s aftermath, and the corresponding ‘Stop the Steal’ movement, additionally
resulted in significant armed demonstration activity (see graph above).

Prevalence of armed demonstrations in public spaces
Approximately 97% of all armed demonstrations in the US during the period of January 2020 to June 2021 took
place in public spaces. 18 Public demonstrations — whether armed or unarmed — are common, as the purpose of
protest activity is often to build public support and to garner media coverage for a particular cause. However, the
fact that nearly all armed demonstrations have occurred in public spaces may have relevance for policymakers
who have the ability to regulate the presence of firearms in or near public locations such as parks, schools, or
government facilities.
Nearly one in six armed demonstrations during the reporting period took place at government buildings like
statehouses, vote counting facilities, or the US Capitol. More than 100 armed demonstrations have been held at
these locations in 25 states and Washington, DC. Michigan (11), Arizona (9), Texas (8), Pennsylvania (8), Ohio (8),
and Oregon (6) have registered the most armed demonstrations at legislative buildings or vote counting facilities.
The data indicate that protest issues that animate right-wing actors, such as the ‘Stop the Steal’ conspiracy theory,
extreme gun rights, anti-lockdown activism, and general support for former President Donald Trump, are linked
to a higher number of armed demonstrations at legislative buildings than other types of protest issues. For
example, nearly half of the armed demonstrations against pandemic-related stay-at-home orders and more than
65% of armed ‘Stop the Steal’ events during this time period took place at government facilities.

Additional impact of armed demonstrations on speech
Even when no shots are fired, the presence of armed demonstrators is in and of itself a show of violent
intimidation. Such forms of intimidation have occurred throughout the country by a variety of actors, ranging
from unaffiliated individuals to members of well-known anti-government militias. For instance, in the small town
of Omak, Washington on 4 June 2020, armed members of the Montana Three Percenters and unidentified militia
groups lined the route of a peaceful march for George Floyd, with some standing on nearby roofs. “Honestly, it
was terrifying,” said one rally-goer. “They claimed they were there to protect the city from outsiders, but it felt
more like preparation to kill.” 19 No other pro-BLM demonstrations have been reported in Omak since then,
though an unconfronted ‘Stop the Steal’ protest took place months after this incident. Similarly, in Crown Point,
Indiana on 1 June 2020, a group of armed men lined the route of a peaceful BLM protest. One pro-BLM protester
told local media that the armed presence was an attempt to “intimidate us.” 20 Again, no other pro-BLM
demonstrations have been reported in Crown Point since the incident.
Perhaps most infamously, in St. Louis, Missouri on 28 June 2020, a white couple drew national attention when
they aimed firearms — from their front porch — at protesters who had peacefully marched through their
neighborhood up until that point. While no shots were fired, both pleaded guilty to misdemeanor charges
associated with the incident, yet they both have subsequently been pardoned by the governor of Missouri. 21

In this July 28, 2020 file photo, Mark and Patricia McCloskey emerged from their St. Louis mansion with guns after protesters
walked in front of their home. (Laurie Skrivan/St. Louis Post-Dispatch via AP, File)
These cases and dozens like them elucidate how firearms are used to intimidate protesters, and the chilling effect
armed demonstrators can have on free speech and lawful protests.

States That Prohibit Open Carry of Firearms Have Lower Instances of Armed
Demonstrations
Instances of individuals brandishing firearms at demonstrations have become even more common in states that
permit the open carry of guns. 22
Between January 2020 and June 2021, demonstrations in open carry states — that is, states that permit the
open carry of firearms — were over five times more likely to have an armed presence. Put another way,
roughly one out of every 231 demonstrations in states that prohibit open carry involved individuals carrying guns.
That figure is one out of every 43 demonstrations in open carry states. The data make clear that demonstrators in
these states avail themselves of laws that enable them to openly carry firearms, adding more deadly weapons to
already contentious situations.
Of particular note are the more than 100 armed demonstrations that took place on the grounds of legislative
buildings or vote counting facilities, as all of these events occurred in states that permit the carrying of firearms
on statehouse grounds. The only armed demonstration at a capitol building that prohibits firearms was the
storming of the US Capitol in January 2021. In the time period studied, there were several prominent examples of
armed demonstrators entering capitol buildings, sometimes by force. These events have regularly featured
rhetoric challenging the legitimacy or authority of the duly elected officials serving in the building, as well as
referencing the Second Amendment and guns as a means of violently combating the purported tyranny of the
government institution.
On 30 April 2020, demonstrators against Michigan’s coronavirus restrictions, some of whom were openly
carrying long guns and are members of local militias, entered the state capitol and confronted law enforcement,
demanding to be allowed on the floor of the legislative chamber. 23 On 24 August 2020, demonstrators, including a

member of the Bundy Ranch and the leader of the far right People’s Rights Organization, smashed windows in the
Idaho statehouse to interrupt a session dealing with the coronavirus. At least one was openly carrying an AK-style
assault rifle with a high capacity magazine. 24 On 21 December 2020, far-right groups, including Patriot Prayer,
stormed the Oregon state capitol. Some of the demonstrators were armed. 25 All three of these states permit the
open carry of firearms.

Motivations of Armed Demonstrators in America
Protest Issues
Most armed demonstrations are driven by far-right mobilization and reactions to left-wing activism. Opposition
to the BLM movement (48%), pro-Trump organizing (18%), pro-Second Amendment organizing (10%), and
opposition to COVID-19 restrictions (10%) account for the majority of armed right-wing demonstrations. These
four subject areas collectively account for 77% of all armed demonstrations between January 2020 and June 2021.
While approximately 94% of pro-BLM demonstrations have been peaceful, 26 these demonstrations have
frequently drawn armed counter-demonstrators. Demonstrations related to the BLM movement (including those
in support of and against) comprised approximately 58% of the demonstrations where armed individuals were
present — a total of 322 demonstrations. The data show that the engagement of counter-demonstrators increases
the likelihood that demonstrations will turn violent or destructive.
It is important to note that armed presence at demonstrations associated with the BLM movement does not imply
that the pro-BLM demonstrators were armed. In fact, nearly 84% of these armed demonstrations included an
armed presence of groups or individuals opposed to the BLM movement. Such armed actors include right-wing
militia groups, militant social movements, and unaffiliated individuals. The vast majority of these actors are rightwing groups, like the Three Percenters (III%) and the Proud Boys. While some of these events involve armed
groups in support of the BLM movement — such as some Antifa contingents or the United Pharaoh’s Guard — such
cases comprise a minority of events.

Armed Groups at Demonstrations
Violent or destructive activity is six times as likely to take place at armed demonstrations involving militias or
militant social movements compared to other demonstrations. More than half (54%) of all armed demonstrations
involve these groups, and they can often play a lead role in organizing demonstration violence or serving as
vanguards to disorder. As an example, the proportion of demonstrations involving militias and militant social
movements surged in the run-up to the attack on the US Capitol in January 2021, 27 and “more than a dozen
extremist groups” reportedly took part in the riot on 6 January. 28 Although a minority of those arrested for
storming the Capitol had demonstrable connections to “extremist organizations”, 29 the outsized role in
organizing the attack played by actors like the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers shows how the involvement of
such groups can raise the risk of violence among a larger number of unaffiliated individuals at a demonstration.
Tracking armed group presence at demonstrations can pose unique challenges. Reports do not always clearly
identify how many people were armed (i.e. a single individual, or a group). Further, in cases where it is clear that
an armed group is present, their affiliation (i.e. the name of the group) might not always be known or reported.
For example, in 34% of armed demonstrations where it is determined that armed groups were present, the name of
at least one of the present groups is not known. In 22% of such events, none of the present groups are identified by
name. When groups are clearly identified in reports, the information is included in ACLED data, 30 but this
broader ambiguity in reporting around armed group activity means that the involvement of named groups in

armed demonstrations may be underreported. This is, on one hand, due to groups often operating semiclandestinely and, on the other hand, local reporters’ unfamiliarity with the particulars of armed group affiliation
by patch, name, or other claims.
The table below displays the most active named militias and militant social movements involved in armed
demonstrations. Far-right groups constitute the vast majority: 84% of the named groups present at armed
demonstrations are right-wing actors.

Top Groups in Attendance at Armed Demonstrations
Groups

Armed Events

Boogaloo Boys and affiliates

67

Three Percenters (III%) and associated groups

56

Proud Boys

42

Oath Keepers

14

NBPP: New Black Panther Party

11

Patriot Prayer

9

Michigan Liberty Militia

9

The Boogaloo Boys and their affiliates are active in the largest number of armed demonstrations — over a tenth of
all armed demonstrations. While the Boogaloo movement is largely dispersed and lacks organizational structure,
the movement’s sole ideological goal is to accelerate the US towards open combat and civil war, which they view
to be an inevitability. 31 The Boogaloo movement is inextricably linked with gun culture, and many of the
elements that animated the boom in anti-government extremism in the past three decades have also animated the
Boogaloo movement, including opposition to new gun laws. Boogaloo adherents online routinely discuss rightwing extremist content and post memes glorifying gun violence, 32 including specifically about the Kenosha
shootings. 33 While some Boogaloo Boys are explicitly right-wing, others have attempted to infiltrate and use
BLM demonstrations as a way to accelerate the political situation towards mass violence — which is why
Boogaloo adherents have shown up armed both to support and oppose BLM demonstrations. 34

In this January 18, 2021 file photo, supporters of the Boogaloo Movement attended a second amendment rally during Lobby Day at
the Virginia State Capitol on January 18, 2021 in Richmond, Virginia. (Chris Tuite/ImageSPACE /MediaPunch /IPX)
The Three Percenters movement is, similar to the Boogaloo movement, more of a brand of militant movements
than a cohesive national organization. There are a multitude of III% actors, including national organizations,
coalitions, local groups, and other affinity organizations. The movement’s core ideological view is the ahistorical
notion that only 3% of American colonists took up arms against the British, indicating their accepted position
that a small number of activists can affect large amounts of change through force of arms. The III% movement has
a history of violence, often picking unarmed or otherwise undefended targets (e.g. unarmed counterdemonstrators, 35 refugee communities, 36 Muslim organizations, 37 etc.).
The Oath Keepers stem from a similar sociopolitical origin as the III% movement, as they were also formed in
direct response to Barack Obama’s victory in the 2008 presidential election. They derive their membership from
former and current police officers and military, those they deem to have ‘taken the oath’ to defend the
Constitution. Conspiracy theories around forced civilian disarmament are key to the Oath Keepers’ worldview. In
fact, the first of the 10 orders each member agrees to disobey is “any order to disarm the American people.” 38
Overall, approximately a quarter of all demonstrations — armed or unarmed — involving the Oath Keepers have
turned violent or destructive. 39
The Proud Boys have been present at over 40 armed demonstrations. This group was founded in large part to take
pro-Trump momentum from the 2016 election — in particular from the online alt-right — and channel it into
street violence in defense of right-wing goals and ideals. The group was highly involved in the storming of the US
Capitol and has been increasingly armed with long guns, despite their historical preference for crude weapons
and chemical agents. 40 Overall, nearly a quarter of all demonstrations — armed or unarmed — involving the
Proud Boys have turned violent or destructive. 41
Importantly, all of the actors that top the list of groups involved in armed demonstrations have been identified
previously as movements of concern due to their proclivity for violence, especially around the 2020 presidential
election. 42

Members of many of these groups see firearms as central to their activism. In broader far-right activism,
displaying the firearms themselves can often serve as the protest, allowing for a smaller group of activists to
expand their impact when counter-demonstrating against their political adversaries.
Relatedly, carrying a firearm conveys a sense of power to the wielder that, when coupled with the uniform and
rank status within a militia group, gives a wielder a self-imposed sense of discipline and justification. At times,
police officers have themselves helped to inspire this feeling, discussing positioning for militia groups in
Louisville or tossing bottles of water to vigilantes in Kenosha. 43 In another case, an Albuquerque shooter touted
his relationship to the former sheriff, likely as justification for his actions and as a shield against impending
accountability. 44 An expansive investigation by the New York Times using footage alongside ACLED data showed
that police frequently “gave armed groups a pass” at demonstrations in 2020. 45

Conclusion
While armed demonstrations declined amid an overall decrease in far-right mobilization and militia activity in the
immediate aftermath of the attack on the US Capitol in January 2021, the proportion of demonstrations with an
armed presence has been on the rise in recent months. In June, armed demonstrations were more than twice as
common as in February (see graph below).
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The resurgence of armed anti-lockdown and anti-vaccine demonstrations 46 ahead of a potential fourth wave of
COVID-19, 47 as well as the threat of increased armed activity leading into important dates in the QAnon
conspiracy around former President Trump’s “reinstatement,” 48 raises the risk of further violence at
demonstrations during the second half of the year. With the Department of Homeland Security warning in August
of a possible spike in “conspiracy theory-fueled violence” based on its “assessment of the current threat
environment in its similarity to situations to 2020 and 2021 that manifested in acts of violence and destructive
behavior by individuals and groups, including the 6 January 2021 breach of the US Capitol,” this risk may only

increase ahead of the first anniversary of the attack. 49 In order to support efforts to mitigate these risk factors,
ACLED and Everytown will continue to monitor and analyze these trends in real time, making all data available
to the public.
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ACLED collects data on political violence and protests across the globe. For its US coverage, the ACLED team
reviews over 3,200 sources to collect information on events. New data, covering the week prior, is published
weekly. Additionally, new sources of information are constantly reviewed to determine their ability to provide
further information on distinct events, and so is continuously expanding the scope of coverage. For more
information, visit https://www.acleddata.com

Everytown Research & Policy is a program of Everytown for Gun Safety Support Fund, an independent, non-partisan organization
dedicated to understanding and reducing gun violence. Everytown Research & Policy works to do so by conducting methodologically
rigorous research, supporting evidence-based policies, and communicating this knowledge to the American public.
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