
UC Merced
UC Merced Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
The Ecology of the Lone Wolf: A Structural Analysis of Single Actor Male Mass Violence

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6s44p8cr

Author
Amos, Bryan Micheal

Publication Date
2017
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6s44p8cr
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, MERCED 
 

The Ecology of the Lone Wolf: A Structural Analysis of Single Actor Male Mass Violence 
 

A Thesis submitted in partial satisfaction of the requirements 
for the degree of Master of Arts 

 
 

in 
 
 

Sociology 
 
 

by 
 
 

 Bryan Michael Amos 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Committee in Charge:  
 

Professor Nella Van Dyke, Chair 
Professor Paul Almeida 
Professor Kyle Dodson  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

2017  



 ii 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright  
 

©2017 Bryan M. Amos  
 

All rights reserved  
 

  



 iii 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Thesis of Bryan Michael Amos is approved, and it is acceptable 
 

in quality and form for publication on microfilm and electronically: 
 

 
 
 

 
                                                                Paul Almeida 

 
 

                                                                                          Kyle Dodson  
                                                                                                      

 
        Nella Van Dyke 

            Chair 
 
 
 

University of California, Merced 
 

           2017 
 
 
  



 iv 

ABSTRACT 
 

The Ecology of the Lone Wolf: A Structural Analysis of Single Actor Male Mass Violence 
 

by 
 

Bryan Michael Amos 

Masters of Arts in Sociology 

University of California, Merced, 2017 

Nella Van Dyke, Chair 

 

 

In this paper, I put forward a theory of lone wolf violence that unites white male perpetrated acts 
of terroristic and non-terroristic mass violence, based on demographic and teleological 
symmetry. My research is novel in that it interrogates proximal and movement related pressures 
within bounded regions where such lone wolf violence occurs, rather than analyzing 
individualistic factors associated with specific perpetrators. Specifically, I employ fsQCA on 16 
county level cases of lone wolf violence between 2010 and 2015, analyzing how interactions of 
right-wing organizational presence, homogeneous white communities, perceived immigrant 
threat, economic power devaluation, relative deprivation, and low educational attainment relate 
to the articulation of such violence. I find right-wing presence and mid to upper levels of 
educational attainment are necessary conditions of lone wolf violence, underscoring the impact 
social movements can have on unaffiliated actors. Moreover, I find two configuration of 
communities with these necessary conditions that experience such violence 1) diverse 
communities with high levels of income inequality; and 2) homogenous white communities with 
economically stable residents. I theorize right-wing organizations within these regions frame 
economic ills fomenting violence. Finally, I suggest regional research such as this be used to 
delimit populations profiled with traditional, individualistic methods.  
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On the night of June 17, 2015, 21-year-old Dylann Roof entered the Emanuel African Methodist 
Episcopal Church, sat in on Bible study for nearly an hour, and then opened fire on congregates, 
killing nine individuals including beloved Senator Clemeta Pinckney (Kleinman 2015; Horowitz, 
Corasaniti, and Southall, 2015). During Roof’s sentencing, Attorney General Loretta Lynch 
argued Roof, “was looking for the type of church and the type of parishioners whose death 
would in fact draw great notoriety for his racist views,” (Apuzzo 2015). The Emanuel AMC 
Church indeed holds great symbolic power. It has stood as a pillar for the local African-
American Community since the late 1700s, notably holding church services in spite of Jim Crow 
era prohibitions on black worship and serving as a stage for innumerable black leaders including 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (Keneally 2015). Moreover, Roof’s articulated reasons for 
perpetrating this massacre suggest broader social dysfunction; on an internet hate site Roof wrote 
“We have no skinheads, no real KKK, no one doing anything but talking on the internet. Well 
someone has to have the bravery to take it to the real world, and I guess that has to be me.” (Roof 
2015:5). His words convey not only rancorous bigotry but also hint at the impact right-wing hate 
rhetoric can have on lone white men.  

Roof is only one of many such lone killers who have emerged over the last decade, and 
certainly not the only extremist to attack a religious community center (Dicker 2015)1.  As such, 
his ghastly actions reach beyond individual psychosis, exposing profound issues of racism, 
masculinity, and social instability plaguing American society. However, contemporary 
sociological scholarship struggles to explain the impetus behind lone actor mass violence 
committed by Roof’s ilk. Whereas a great deal of research evidences connections between right-
wing groups and right-wing violence, few scholars recognize how unaffiliated lone actors may 
be influenced by right-wing discourse. What is more, current research on lone actor mass 
violence tends to focus on individual, often psychological, factors (see Moskalenko and 
McCauley 2011 or Reid and Yakeley 2014). Contrastingly, I analyze connections between 
county level: right-wing organizational presence, racial demographics, perceived immigrant 
threat, economic power devaluation, relative deprivation, education, and the perpetration of mass 
violence by lone white male assailants.  
 
LONE WOLF VIOLENCE 
 

Previous literature has tended to use the phrase ‘lone wolf’ to refer to either individually 
perpetrated acts of terrorism or mass violence, particularly mass shootings.  Lone wolf terrorism 
may be defined as violence perpetrated by a non-state actor (START 2016), detached from a 
larger control structure, that endangers persons or property, or creates significant health risks 
(Gill, Horgan, and Deckert 2014). Lone actor mass violence refers here to, “the slaughter of four 
or more victims by one…[perpetrator] within a single event” (Fox and Levin 2003:47). Studies 
typically include perpetrators of different racial groups and focus on psychological factors. Gill, 
Horgan, and Deckert (2014), for example, investigate 119 lone actor terrorists, including data 
from both the United States and Europe, from left and right-wing groups, from men and women, 
and omitting data on race. The authors find, aside from being majority male, lone actors terrorists 
are behaviorally and demographically diverse. 

                                                
1 The Charleston Massacre is one of seven mass-shootings committed in an American place of worship over the past 
decade.  
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They conclude no one uniform profile exists, but observe that sub-group trends exist. Notably, 
they find right-wing terrorists are less likely to have college educations and more likely to be 
unemployed than Al Qaeda or single issue terrorists. Thus, while their research offers insights 
into general features of lone wolf terrorism, such as the extreme difficulty in profiling and 
intervening in the actions of such individuals, their work does not provide a nuanced view of 
specific ideological and cultural phenomena influencing lone wolf terrorists.  

Most studies on lone wolf violence find perpetrators are overwhelmingly white men 
(Conner and Flynn 2015; Gill et al. 2014; Kalish and Kimmel 2010; Madfis 2014; Simon 2013). 
Investigating sixty-three incidences of lone wolf domestic terrorism from 2009 to 2015, the 
SPLC found only seven cases with female perpetrators (Lenz and Potok 2015). Similarly, 
Connor and Flynn (2015) found the majority of lone actor domestic terrorists were “[s]ingle, 
white men with criminal records,” many of whom were unemployed at the time of their rampage 
(page 16). Moreover, in a study of mass shooters by Fox and Delateur (2013), ninety-five percent 
of their sample was white, and two thirds male. Madfis (2014) posits for alienated white men 
mass violence represents a means to “regain lost status and forge a powerful, successful, 
masculine identity through infamy” (2014:68). Furthermore, Kalish and Kimmel (2010), in a 
case study of four male school shooters, conclude school shootings represent acts of revenge 
against those who compromised the school shooter’s masculinity.  

Drawing from these scholars, I unite both lone wolf terrorism and single actor mass 
violence committed by white men under the broader umbrella of Lone wolf violence defined here 
as acts of intended mass lethality, carried out by a single white male actor, resulting in the death 
of at least one person and injury of three or more people in a single or several spatially and 
temporally proximal events. 

 
MENTAL ILLNESS  
 

Scholars tend to focus on psychological factors motivating lone wolf killers.  For 
example, Leary, Kowalski, Smith and Phillips (2003) conduct a case study on 15 school shooters 
and focus on psychological factors impacting assailants, such as bullying and romantic rejection.  
In kind, Levin and Madfis (2009) focus their analysis of school shootings on the anxieties 
experienced by those who commit mass violence in schools. The authors conclude, shootings 
result from individuals experiencing prolonged frustrations, and fail to interrogate structural 
factors that may lead to the strain they witnessed in their research.  Fox and Levin (2003) posit 
the tendency of scholars of mass violence to focus on psychological factors impairs prediction. 
They observe “most prediction strategies fail by seeing the perpetrator exclusively as the source 
of the problem, rather than considering…the environment” (P. 62).  Congruently, Parkin, 
Freilich, and Chermack (2015) find when addressing lone wolf terrorism, “both researchers and 
policy makers focus almost exclusively on the offender when addressing ideological violence” 
(p. 230). In this paper, I address this tendency toward individualization of violence by studying 
the social and environmental factors in which perpetrators of lone wolf violence are embedded.  

I do not, however, neglect the presence of mental illness in events of lone wolf violence. 
Mental instability is common among lone wolf killers: one studying found 50% of their sample 
of adult mass shooters had histories of mental instability. (Meloy, Hempel, Gray, Mohandie, 
Shiva, Richards 2001). Yet, it is disproportionately white male individuals in this current historic 
period, with mental illness that perpetrate lone wolf violence (Michael 2012). 
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Consequently, it becomes difficult to argue mental illness is singularly causational when mental 
instability leading to lone wolf violence is disproportionately problem for one identity group at 
one point in time. Furthermore, the logic behind including individuals with mental illness within 
my construction of the lone wolf is that people with mental disabilities are still embedded within 
the same cultural milieu as their able minded peers and act off the same cultural cues, out of the 
same values, and in response to the same structural strain as other members of society. Other 
scholars employ similar logic.  Berntzen and Sandberg (2014) for example, analyzed the rhetoric 
of the Norwegian domestic terrorist Anders Behring Breivik, and linked his ideology to that of 
the larger European anti-Islamic movement while acknowledging Brevik suffered from mental 
instabilities which contributed to his extremism. Similarly, Madfis (2014) conceptualizes such 
illness as a category of strain. For Madfis, “failing to take medication, [or] experiencing a 
particularly negative episode” (2014:72) is akin to factors such as job loss or relationship failure, 
i.e. one of many negative factors which commonly precipitate acts of mass violence by entitled 
white men. For these reasons, I constructed my definition of lone wolf violence to include both 
mentally stable and unstable perpetrators.  

 
RIGHT-WING MOVEMENTS 
 

Although scholars have long associated right-wing organizations with the promotion and 
perpetration of violence (Blee and Creasap 2010; Durham 2007), discussion of lone wolf 
terrorism and single actor mass violence are often separated from discussions of social 
movement organizations. The Klu Klux Klan (KKK), America’s historically largest right-wing 
organization (Maclean 1994a), has routinely carried out lynchings throughout the United States, 
killing a particularly large number of people in the 1920s (Jackson 1967), and infamously 
bombing both churches and freedom riders during the African American Civil Rights Movement 
of the 1960s (Durham 2007). Smaller hate organizations have been tied to church arsons (Soule 
and Van Dyke 2010) as well as gruesome hate crimes such as the murder of James Byrd Jr. by 
men associated with The Confederate Knights of America (Fredrickson 1999).  

Whereas a paucity of scholarship draws connections between right-wing influence and 
the violence perpetrated by unaffiliated actors, there are noteworthy exceptions. Mills, Freilich 
and Chermak (2015) observed that violence perpetrated by hate groups led to a general increase 
in violence in communities and vice versa. McVeigh and Cunningham (2012) demonstrate areas 
with KKK activity in the 1960s experienced increased incidences of non-movement related 
violent crimes for decades afterward. Berntzen and Sandberg (2014) theorize lone terrorist 
Anders Behring Breivik was acting in response to such a threat manufactured by the European 
anti-Isamic movement when he murdered seventy-seven individuals in his crusade against Islam 
and feminism.  Thus, certain scholars connect right-wing groups and lone wolf violence, 
however, their work is the exception to the rule.  

The undertheorized connection between right-wing groups and lone wolf violence in the 
literature is counter intuitive given historical context. The modern construction of the Lone Wolf 
killer can be traced back to White Supremacist movements of the 1980s and 90s (Bakker and de 
Graaf 2011; SPLC 2017; Spaaij 2010). For example, in the 1983 propaganda pieced Essays of a 
Klansmen, Louis Beam openly calls for decentralized leaderless strikes against those seen as 
threats to the white race.  
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Similarly, Alex Curtis, a leader of in the modern online hate movement, is a prominent advocate 
for disorganization, writing, "Organizations are unnecessary and serve to entertain and, therefore, 
pacify activists. They also draw in their members to legal problems and law suits. Lone-wolf 
activists get much more done, if they have what it takes." (ADL 2000:7).  This ethos leads to the 
peculiar feature of lone wolf violence as a contentious politic without formally integrated social 
movement actors, and in turn, the separation of the study of lone wolf violence from social 
movements.  

Complicating scholarship further, not all lone wolf violence is terroristic in nature. As 
such, the literature typically divides research on what I have defined here as lone wolf violence 
into right-wing domestic terrorism and ideology free mass shootings. I instead choose to 
deemphasize perpetrators’ expressed ideology, looking instead to demographic unity and 
common logics of paternalistic control. I draw from Turk (2004) defining terrorism as a socially 
constructed label ascribed to violence by governments and media and, “not a…causally coherent 
phenomenon” (Tilly 2004), as other scholars have suggested. Terrorism then is violence carried 
out in service to political goals (Simi 2010) by social actors weaker than, but dangerous to, a 
powerful institution.  Within this context, the violence of white supremacists becomes complex 
because although impugning upon the state’s monopoly on violence, it comports with the state’s 
goals of white paternal control. Consequently, the label of terrorist is often resisted by white 
supremacists. Simi (2010) observes journalists and scholars reduced the violence committed by 
Buford Furrow in 1999 against the North Valley Jewish Community Center to the random action 
of disturbed gunman rather than a strategic attack on a minority group encouraged, and later 
celebrated, by White Nationalist organizations.  

Regardless if lone wolf violence is labeled as terroristic, all such violence shares 
demographic, ideological, and teleological symmetry in that it is committed by white men, who 
feel entitled to control over the bodies of others, toward the end of (re)gaining white male 
supremacy. As outlined above, both terroristic and non-terroristic incidences of lone wolf 
violence are overwhelmingly committed by white males (Conner and Flynn 2015; Gill et al. 
2014; Kalish and Kimmel 2010; Madfis 2014; Simon 2013).  Furthermore, the connection 
between lone wolf violence and masculine control is patent in the writings left behind by lone 
wolf killers2.  Consider the below excerpt from Elliot Rodger’s manifesto “My Twisted World” 
(2014):  
 

 I realized that I would be a virgin forever, condemned to suffer rejection and 
humiliation at the hands of women because they don’t fancy me, because their 
sexual attractions are flawed. They are attracted to the wrong type of male. I 
always mused to myself that I would rather die than suffer such an existence, and 
I knew that if it came to that, I would exact my revenge upon the world in the 
most catastrophic way possible. At least then, I could die knowing that I fought 
back against the injustice that has been dealt to me.  (p. 101). 

 
This excerpt is representative of Rodger’s larger manifesto within which we can see Rodger felt 
his entitlement to women’s bodies had been usurped by an illegitimate masculinity which he, in 
turn, felt he could combat through fatalistic violence.  
                                                
2 In a study of 119 lone actor terrorists Gill and Colleagues (2014) found that over half left behind writings 
describing their ideological motivations. (Additionally, see the works of Berntzen and Sandberg 2014 and O’Hagan 
2015). 
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Analogously, white male terrorists enact violence out of a desire to restore their supremacy over 
women and people of color (Piazza 2015). In the writings of terrorist Eric Rudolph, the Olympic 
bomber, we see he was motivated by the empowerment of women, queer people and racial 
minorities, or put differently, a perceived erosion of white male dominance (Simi 2010). Given 
that both acts of mass violence and terrorism committed by lone white men are are attempts to 
(re)gain hegemony, in this paper I unite them conceptually as lone wolf violence.  

Accepting that on an individual basis, lone wolf violence arises from a volatile white 
masculinity, we are left with the problem that such violence is far rarer than the population of 
unstable and inadequate feeling white men. In a study on mass shooters, Fox and Delateur (2013) 
found an immense number of people fit the basic profile of a mass shooter i.e. white men with a 
history of mental instability, yet only a minuscule few become mass shooters. As a result, mass 
shooter profiles produce an exorbitant number of false positives. In such a way, they parallel 
social movement actors who are far outnumbered by those who sympathize with, but do not 
participate in, movements.  Similarly, Connor and Flynn conclude, despite commonalities in race 
and gender, because lone wolf terrorists come from diverse socio-economic backgrounds, 
profiling them is largely ineffective. Considering these deficiencies, we might expect scholars to 
take a structural approach to the study of lone wolf violence—to interrogate where, rather than 
who. Here my research departs from traditional scholarship by focusing on structural and 
movement related factors proximal to incidents of lone wolf violence rather than on the 
perpetrators of such violence themselves.  

 
FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH LONE WOLF VIOLENCE  
 

The concept of lone wolf violence, as I present here, is novel within the literature. 
Scholars of terrorism tend to join right-wing, left-wing, and jihadist actors in their studies of lone 
wolf violence. Additionally, they often privilege individualist, psychological factors, not 
conducive to understanding how right-wing groups and lone actors interface. Contrastingly, 
right-wing social movement literature often looks into more collective, often less violent, forms 
of contentious politics. Consequently, I bridge both literatures to glean those proximal factors 
which facilitate lone wolf violence. Specifically, I examine whether the presence of right wing 
groups, the racial and national composition of communities, educational attainment, power 
devaluation and relative deprivation are facilitators of lone wolf violence.  

There are theoretical reasons to believe the presence of a right-wing groups can radicalize 
community residents.  First, movement rhetoric is known to have a radicalizing effect. Benford 
and Snow (2000) posit social movement organizations employ framing processes to strategically 
shape perceptions of certain social phenomenon in order to influence social actors. Right-wing 
organizations employ such framing process to construct political and economic ills as the fault of 
minorities (Almedia and Van Dyke 2014; McVeigh and Sikkink 2005).  McVeigh (2009), in his 
work on 1920s KKK mobilizations, demonstrates this by showing that KKK leaders were 
successful in large scale recruitment because of how they framed declining economic and 
political power among protestant whites as the fault racial and religious minorities. Second, 
participating in collective actions increases solidarity, and alters individual’s consciousness and 
beliefs (Hirsch 1990). McAdam (1988), for example, finds SNCC volunteers who participated in 
Freedom Summer became more extreme in their beliefs, one respondent remarking that he, 
“went from being a liberal Peace Corps-type Democrat to a raging maniacal lefty” (p. 127). 
Third, social networks often lead to radicalization (Turpin-Petrusino 2002).  



 6 

In a study of 34 female hate group members, Blee (2002) found most women who joined white 
supremacist organizations did so based on social networks rather than previously held racist 
beliefs.  

There are numerous examples of perpetrators of lone wolf violence with ties to right-
wing movements. Berntzen and Sandberg (2014) theorize that Norwegian lone wolf terrorist, 
Anders Behring Breivik, was acting in response to such a threat manufactured by the European 
anti-Isamic movement when he murdered seventy-seven individuals in his crusade against Islam 
and feminism.  Breivik’s actions represents a quintessential example of lone wolf violence, 
because although strongly influenced by a larger social movement, Breivik acted independently. 
In a study of 119 lone actor terrorists, Gill and colleagues (2014) found nearly half of their 
sample had in person interactions with members of a larger political organization and almost 
three quarters had read movement propaganda, however, only twenty cases in their study were 
networked into a larger organizational command structure. Thus, while movement influence was 
common among the lone terrorists in their sample, formal movement participation was not. 
Similarly, whereas Eric Rudolph was not a member of a hate group he had a history of 
interacting with such groups, notably living with a Christian Identity preacher for six months 
during his teenage years (Simi 2010). Infamously, Timothy McVeigh, although not affiliated 
with a right-wing group at the time of the Oklahoma City Bombing, had been rejected from 
several conservative groups during his life (Gill et al. 2014). Moreover, Wade M. Page, the 2012 
Sikh Temple shooter, was heavily involved in the White Supremacist music scene.  

What is more, a token amount of literature exists exploring the intercourse of movement 
and non-movement related violence. Mills and colleagues (2015) observed that violence 
perpetrated by hate groups led to a general increase in violence in communities and vice versa. 
McVeigh and Cunningham (2012) demonstrate areas with KKK activity in the 19960s 
experienced increased incidences of non-movement related violent crimes for decades afterword.   
Extending these observations, one could imagine the activities of right-wing groups would 
normalize, or even foment, the violence of potential lone actors. 

Paradoxically, the literature suggests both communities with particularly small and 
particularly large racial minority populations may be more likely to experience lone wolf 
violence. Blee (2002), for example, in a study of women in white supremacist groups found 
extremist ideology resonated in relatively homogeneous white areas such as the pacific 
northwest. Congruently, the Southern Poverty Law Center documents that the largest collective 
of radical racists organizations during the 1980s and 90s, the Aryan Nations, were located in 
Northern Idaho, an overwhelmingly white area (SPLC 2017).  Likewise, Green, Strolovitch, and 
Wong (1998) find hate crimes perpetrated against people of color are most common in majority 
white communities. Conversely, in a county level analysis of racist group presence, McVeigh 
and Sikkink (2005) find racist movement framing is more resonant in communities with large 
racial minority populations.  Similarly, in a study of Southern lynchings during late 19th and 
early 20th century, Beck and Tolnay (1990) find larger populations of African Americans were 
correlated with higher instances of racial violence.   

Additional scholarship suggests xenophobia influences rates of lone wolf violence 
independent of internal minority populations. McVeigh and Sikkink (2005) show when minority 
populations within a community are un-integrated, racist ideology is more likely to take root. 
Immigrants, by nature of their mobility, are often less integrated into communities than other 
born citizen groups. Moreover, anti-immigrant rhetoric is endemic to the American political right 
(Chaves 2008; Ward 2016) and right-wing organizations more broadly (George 2003).  
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In addition, research shows increased levels of immigration are correlated with increased anti-
immigrant sentiment. Hawley (2011), for example, shows conservatives become more likely to 
support immigration restrictions as immigrant populations in their local communities grow. This 
animosity is generally referred to as immigrant threat.  

Issues of race and immigration interact with economic conditions to co-dependently 
result in conflict between ethnic groups and in turn racial violence (Olzak 1989; Olzak 1990). 
Beck and Tolnay (1990) observe historic incidences of lynchings of African Americans were 
more frequent both when African American populations were large and when cotton production 
was down. Van Dyke and Soule (1999) demonstrate arson of black churches during the 1990s 
was influenced by competition over economic resources between majority and minority groups. 
Congruently, in a study of attitudes toward immigrants among Western European countries, 
Quillian (1995) shows economic conditions of a given country worked in conjunction with the 
size of an immigrant population to influence citizen’s prejudices; i.e. countries with the most 
prejudicial views of immigrants were those countries with the large immigrant populations and 
poor economic conditions. Additionally, Olzak (1989) shows that white immigration between 
1880 and 1914, a time of labor unrest, lead to increased market completion and racial violence. 
Counterintuitively, Olzak (1989) demonstrates that although racial tensions arose from white 
immigration, black citizens bore the blunt of born white citizen violence. These complex 
dynamics suggest scholars should give attention to combinatorial and multi-modal causes of lone 
wolf violence.  

Scholars of domestic and international terrorism have likewise found polarized economic 
conditions may lead to violence.  One strand of research has found abject economic conditions 
are associated with increases in terrorist activity.  In a cross national analyses of terrorist 
incidents between 1971 and 2005, Freytag, Krüger, Meierrieks and Schneider (2011) find an 
evident connection between poverty and terrorism; they conclude poverty reduces the 
opportunity cost of political violence. Similarly, Blomberg, Hess, and Weerapana (2004) posit 
terrorism is a rational choice for actors in poor economic conditions who feel they have no 
institutional power. Krieger and Meierrieks (2011), however, complicate the literature suggesting 
the relationship between economics and terrorism is combinatorial; they write, “little evidence 
indicates that poor economic conditions alone cause terrorism” (p. 19).  Inversely, other scholars 
hold prosperous economic conditions lead to increased terrorist activity. Berrebi (2003) shows 
that a higher standard of living and greater educational attainment is associated with increased 
participation in groups like Hamas. Similarly, Krueger and Malečková (2003) found that Israeli 
radicals were more likely to commit hate crimes if they had high paying jobs. Furthermore, 
Enders, Hoover and, Sandler (2016) break from both schools of thought, arguing both 
internationally and domestically “GDP always influences terrorism… [but the] effect...[is] 
nonlinear” and is consequently difficult to measure with traditional regression techniques (p. 60).  
These mixed findings suggest that economic factors do not relate to terrorism in a 
straightforward fashion.  Rather, they suggest the impact of abject economic conditions and 
economic security may represent distinct influences on potential lone wolf assailants.  

Right-wing movement literature gives attention to economics as well; quintessentially 
mobilization of the KKK, a group infamous for perpetrating supremacy motivate violence, 
provides insight into the relationship between economics and violent conservativism. More than 
3 million Americans are estimated to have joined the KKK in the early 1920s (MacLean 1994). 
In an attempt to explain this behemoth mobilization, McVeigh (1999) theorized the concept of 
power devaluation.  
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McVeigh (1999) writes, the “Ku Klux Klan arose in response to the sudden devaluation in the 
economic and political purchasing power of its recruits” (page 1477).  Congruently, MacLean 
(1994), theorizes the rise of the KKK in the 1920s was a response to decades long economic and 
political stress; Maclean proffers the KKK was both a hate and a populist movement. A key 
precept of power devaluation theory is that minorities, rather than structural phenomena or 
capitalists, are constructed as the cause of the privileged group’s loss of power. Thus, the 
‘devalued’ group bases its identity in animus towards minorities. Additionally, McVeigh theorize 
power devaluation may result from national level threats to white male dominance.  

Relative deprivation offers a second economically tied movement theory to explain lone 
wolf violence.  Stouffer and Colleagues (1949) first theorized relative deprivation to explain the 
varicolored feelings of WW11 soldiers. The authors found soldiers’ feeling of sacrifice were not 
shaped by the absolute conditions of service so much as relative social frames; feelings of 
injustice would arise from perceived inequity, e.g. why should I be at war while my childhood 
friend is safe at home? Later scholars such as Geschwender (1968) and Davies (1962) applied 
this relativist idea to social movements, arguing revolutions were often the product of positive 
socio-economic conditions degenerating, not generally negative socio-economic conditions.   

Where right-wing movements involve privileged members of society, relative deprivation 
offers a particular compelling explanation for radicalization (Turpin-Petrusino 2002). Systems of 
racial and gendered oppression render white men broadly the most powerful social actors in 
America and in turn create a grandiose social frame for white male achievement. However, white 
male advantage is far from monolithic, with few white men achieving the hegemonic masculinity 
(Connell and Messerschmidt 2005) or whiteness (Hughey 2010) they feel entitled to. Resultantly, 
white men have a potential for acrimony commensurate to their potential to fall short of this 
grandiose frame. This relativistic framework explains the sense of injustice many white men, 
who have objectively greater social power and economic security than women and people of 
color, feel when they fail to achieve. Furthermore, this perceived injustice can galvanize social 
movement actors.  

Finally, education appears to influence lone wolf violence.  In studies on international 
terrorism and extremist groups participation, scholars have found higher levels education are 
associated with higher levels of participation in extremist organizations (Berrebi 200s; Kureger 
and Malečková. 2003). However, within the United States, Bonikowski and DiMaggio (2016) 
found individuals without a college education were more likely to hold exceptionally strong 
patriot beliefs, a common quality among right-wing extremists (Blee and Creasap 2010).   

Similarly, McVeigh and colleagues (2014) demonstrate higher levels of education are 
associated with Tea Party mobilization. Contrastingly, hate groups are known to target young, 
uneducated individuals (Turpin-Petrosino 2002) in high school environments and undergraduate 
institutions. As such, highly and poorly educated communities may be associated with lone wolf 
violence. 
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HYPOTHESIS 
 

Drawing from literature interrogated above, I have isolated six factors I predict will, in 
combination, relate to the articulation of lone wolf violence: 1) right-wing organization presence; 
2) homogeneous white communities; 3) communities where whites perceive immigrant threat 4); 
economic power devaluation; 5) relative deprivation; and 6); communities with low educational 
attainment. Furthermore, I hypothesize lone wolf violence will occur in two types of  
communities: 
 

 
1) Metropolitan Communities: or communities with strong right-wing organizational 

presence, non-homogenous white and large immigrant populations, high economic 
inequality, and normal educational attainment.  I theorize unequally distributed wealth in 
these communities will cause relative deprivation and right-wing influence in these 
communities will frame local immigrant populations as the cause of white male economic 
shortcomings. Consequently, lone wolf violence will represent a means for these white 
men to (re)gain power.  

 
2) Low SES Communities: or largely white, non-large foreign born population, low income, 

low educational attainment communities. I theorize these communities will have limited 
experience with diversity, have residents experiencing power devaluation, and due to 
limited education, have a poor understanding of macro-level structures that cause 
economic depression. I theorize this combination will result in economically stressed 
residents with limited education/a high susceptibility to racist explanations of social 
phenomenon, and a low opportunity cost for violence.  
 
 

METHODS 
 

In order to interrogate how right-wing organization presence, homogeneous white 
communities, immigrant threat, economic power devaluation, relative deprivation; and low 
educational attainment relate to lone wolf violence, I employ qualitative comparative analysis 
(QCA) on 16 incidents of such violence between 2010 and 2015. However, to fully explain my 
variables, I must first explain how QCA operates.  

Whereas the vast preponderance of quantitative sociological data derives from 
correlational analyses QCA, is based in set theory (Ragin 2008).  
Set theory operates upon a dichotomous logic similar to other forms of quantitative analysis such 
as binary logistic regression (Schnedier and Wagemann 2012). Under this logic, variables are 
organized into asymmetric pairings within which a value of 1 denotes membership in a set 
variable and a value of 0 denotes non-membership in a set variable (Ragin 2008) e.g. a guppy 
would be marked with a 1 in the set variable of fish. However, because set variables are 
asymmetric, one would not consider a shark—marked 0 in the set variable of fish—the linear 
opposite of a guppy. I specifically employ fuzzy set QCA because it allows for partial 
membership in a variable. Under the fuzzy set framework, the U.S., for example, may only 
receive a value of .8 within the variable of democratic states (Ragin 2008).  
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Furthermore, fuzzy set variable membership varies continuously between 0 and 1 with: 0 
representing no membership in the variable, values between 0 and .5 representing cases mostly 
outside of the variable, .5 representing ambiguous membership in the variable, values between .5 
and 1 representing cases mostly within the variable and 1 representing complete membership in 
the variable (Ragin 2008; Schnedier and Wagemann 2012). The above outlined membership 
levels are determined through calibration, a process employing knowledge and theories external 
to the QCA dataset to create numeric breaks in variables (Ragin 2008; Schnedier and Wagemann 
2012).  

Additionally, independent and dependent variables operate differently in QCA than 
regression.  In QCA, independent variables represent co-dependent factors that in particular 
permutations lead to an outcome and dependent variables represent the presence or absence of an 
outcome of interest. Furthermore, QCA allows for multiple paths toward an outcome, for 
example, QCA may reveal five equally valid combinations of independent variables associated 
with a dependent variable. These combinations of conditions which give rise to an outcome are 
called configurations; configurations are in-turn graphically represented in truth tables.  (Ragin 
2008). However, because independent variables in QCA are combinatorial, the introduction of 
each new variable exponentially increases the number of possible configurations, and thus QCA 
typically employs only a handful of independent variables (Amenta and Poulsen 1994). Finally, 
QCA offers a few distinct advantages over regression, namely, it can be performed with an n as 
small as 5 making it ideal for rare events research (Ragin 2008) and it is excellent for looking at 
combinatorial phenomenon, e.g., complex social phenomenon that rely on multiple factors.  

The dependent variable in my research is the presence of lone wolf violence, or acts of 
intended mass lethality, carried out by a single white male actor, resulting in the death of at least 
one person and injury of three or more people in a single or several spatially and temporally 
proximal events in United States counties between 2010 and 2015. Given the extreme rarity and 
impact of such acts, I defined the dependent with only 1 and 0 values, where 1 indicated lone 
wolf violence was committed. I obtained data detailing terroristic lone wolf violence between 
2010 and 2015 using The Global Terrorism Data Base, or the GTP. The GTP is is an open-
source database containing information on incidences of domestic and international terrorism 
from 1970 to 2015 (START 2016). Of the possible incidences of lone wolf violence included in 
the GTP, I eliminated those acts committed by multiple individuals or unknown perpetrators, 
carried out by radical Islamist or leftist groups, lacking sufficient news documentation, or not 
clearly articulating a political agenda.  

I found additional incidences of non-terroristic lone wolf violence using Mother Jones’ 
“US Mass Shooting 1982-2016” data set, and USA Today’s “Mass Violence Data Map.” Mother 
Jones is political magazine that hosts an open source data set of known incidence of mass 
violence derived from reputable news reports (Follman, Aronsen and Pan 2016); these data have 
proven useful to sociological researchers (Fox and DeLateur 2013). From this data I omitted 
incidences of violence described as spree killings or carried out by unknown perpetrators. In a 
like manner, I obtained data from USA Today, which makes publically available a mass killing 
data map listing incidence of mass murder between 2006 and the present (Overberg, Hoyer, 
Hannan, Upton, Hansen, and Durkin 2016). From these incidences I eliminated violence 
categorized as gang, family, or robbery related.  
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Next, I used news sources linked within each of the above databases to verify the race3, gender, 
and citizenship status of the perpetrator; situate incidents by county and year; and ensure no 
incident was included twice.  Through this process I created a 16-observation data set 
encompassing 6 acts of terroristic and 10 acts of non-terroristic lone wolf violence. Furthermore, 
I did not select any negative cases because I could not devise a reliable method to select 16 
comparable counties out of the 3,144 that exist in the United States. QCA projects that use 
negative cases typically come from very small populations, such as Western Democracies (see 
Emmenegger 2011 for an example). Furthermore, where lone wolf violence is difficult to predict 
(Gill et al. 2014) selecting counties similar to ones in which lone wolf violence occurs is equally 
challenging.  

My first independent variable is right-wing organization presence. I assume the presence 
of a right-wing group in a county is connected to a degree of social influence based upon framing 
of social issues and peer association. I broadly use the term right-wing group to describe 
predominantly white conservative social movement organizations which share common 
politically conservative rhetoric and racist/xenophobic ideology. I observe three categories of 
right-wing groups: Hate, Tea Party, and militia groups. I constructed these groups based on the 
rhetorical, organizational, and reportorial, distinctiveness. 

The term hate group when used in this study refers to amorphous, interconnecting, 
organizations which share a similar threat based mobilization, frame minorities as inimical to 
American society, and often connect themselves to Nazism, confederacy, and or radical 
Christianity. These groups include national socialists, neo-Nazis, racist skinheads, Christian 
Identity followers and KKK members (Blee and Creasap 2010; Durham 2007; McVeigh 2004).  

Militias are composed of armed, anti-government conspiracy theorists. Militia groups are 
xenophobic, libertarian, pro-gun, and prone to violent action (Berlet and Lyons 2000; Van Dyke 
and Soule 2002). The Bundy family and mobilizations surrounding them represent prime 
examples of the modern American militia movement (Morlin 2016; SPLC 2016b). 

Patriot groups represent non-militant, conspiratorial, anti-government social 
organizations. Whereas these groups are not always explicitly racists, anti-immigrant sentiment 
is common among them. Moreover, many sub groups, such as The Sovereign Citizens, have 
histories rooted in white supremacy. Many patriot organizations subscribe to conspiracy theories 
concerning the federal government or the United Nations. The Oath Keepers and the John Birch 
Society represent two examples of patriot groups (SPLC 2016a, 2010). 

Finally, the Tea Party refers to an American conservative social movement which 
emerged out of the post-recession socio-cultural landscape following the election of President 
Obama in 2008.  

I aggregated right wing group presence as follows.  
 
 
 

                                                
3 Elliot Rodger represents partial exception because he was mixed race and lived in the United Kingdom until age 
five. However, the content of his manifesto (Rodger 2014a) videos he released before the shooting (Rodger 2014b; 
SPLC 2014), and the Sheriff’s report looking in to his background (Brown 2015), demonstrate Elliot was acting out 
violence based in a patriarchal logic of control. For example, in reference to an African American peer who had had 
sexual intercourse with white women Rodger wrote “I am descended from British aristocracy. He is descended from 
slaves. I deserve… [sex with beautiful women] more” (Rodger 2014:84). 
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I obtained data on Tea Party groups present in 20104, from Rory McVeigh. McVeigh, Beyerlein, 
Burrel, and Priyamvada (2014), who first extracted this data from the Institute for Research & 
Education on Human Rights (2011) webpage, and placed the data into a larger dataset listing the 
number of Tea Party organization in all Unites States’ counties, except for those in Alaska and 
The District of Columbia. I obtained militia, patriot, and hate group data from Southern Poverty 
Law Center (SPLC) Hate-watch reports (Potok 2010). Mirroring McVeigh and colleagues, I re-
organized SPLC data that ordered groups separately by city, region, or state into a 3,108 
observation county level dataset. In this process, I omitted state wide and poly-county right-wing 
organizations from my dataset, theorizing they were too geographically dispersed to exert a 
county level influence. Using this county level dataset, I analyzed the national distribution of 
right-wing groups (see Figure 2 below). Weighing this distribution with theoretical concerns, I 
constructed the right-wing variable as follows: given their extreme rhetoric and explicitly violent 
nature, I coded counties with a single hate or militia group with a full membership score of 1. 
Given their relative rarity, I coded counties with two patriot and or Tea Party groups5 with a 
partial membership score of .75 and counties with three or more Tea Party or Patriot groups with 
a full membership score of 1. In the end, 27.66 percent of counties in the national dataset had 
membership in this set. Contrastingly, 94.75 percent of counties that experienced lone wolf 
violence between 2010 and 2015 belong to this set. 

I culled the data for my second, third, fourth, and fifth, independent variables from the 
American Community Survey (ACS). For events of lone wolf violence between 2010 and 2014, I 
used data from the 2005-2009 combined ACS report (Census 2016) and for events of lone wolf 
violence in 2015, I used data from the 2009-2014 combined ACS report (Census 2016). 
Furthermore, I calibrated these variables with ACS briefs, Census reports, ACS national 
statistics, and by observing natural breaks in my data. I employed ACS briefs and reports 
because they feature state or county level graphical representations of factor distributions in 
addition to rich descriptions of factors. This allowed me to calibrate with considerations of 
county averages rather than national averages, and thus avoid biasing my variables in favor of 
more populated counties. Furthermore, comparing across census data maps gave me an 
indication of what measures trended together. 
 Additionally, I employed factor analysis on my multi-factor variables,  Right-wing presence, 
homogeneous white, and low income higher to ensure incorporating each of their constituent 
variables added explanatory power to my models.6  

My second independent variable, meant to measure homogeneous white communities, is 
based on percent non-Hispanic white and percent English only speaking households in a county. 
I employed a measure for English only speaking residents to eliminate white ethnic minority 
whites such as Russian, Basque, or Bosnians. Inclusion in each level of this variable thus 
requires that counties pass a threshold for both whiteness and language. I calibrated the race 
component using 2010 census data (Hixon, Lindsay, Bradford, Helpler and Myoung 2011).  

                                                
4 This data collection window intersects with one observation in my independent variable that occurred in 2010, as 
such Tea Party organizations were not used to calibrate right-wing variable membership for that observation. 
5 Whereas 1,152 Tea Party Organizations were present in 2010, only 560, or 18%, of counties in my sample, had 
more than one.  
6 Factor analysis was performed on these variables within a lager 37 n sample before their transformation into set 
variables. The data comprising the Rightwing variable had an alpha of .411 and an Eigen value of 1.09, the Majority 
White variable had an alpha of .916 and an Eigen value of 1.61. and the Low Income variable had an alpha of .756 
and an Eigen value of 1.67. 
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I coded counties in the fifth quintile of non-Hispanic White populations, or those with 75% or 
more non-Hispanic white populations, as 1. I coded Counties with 65% to 75% non-Hispanic 
white populations to .75. This later percentage range corresponds to the upper fourth quintile of 
non-Hispanic white populations, where the fourth quintile is 50-74.9%.  I coded all other values 
for race to 0. The most detailed geographic breakdown of English only speaking populations by 
the ACS was by metropolitan and micro-metropolitan statistical areas, as such, I calibrated the 
language portion of my homogeneous white variable using metropolitan/micro-metropolitan data 
from 20117. In 2011, the first quartile of percentage of multi-language speaking county residents 
over the age of five was 9.7. Accordingly, I coded 89.3% or higher, English only speaking 
counties with a value of 1. I then coded counties with 85-89.2% English only speaking counties, 
or those representing the bottom half of the second quartile of percentage multi-language 
speaking county residents, with .75. All other counties were coded 0. Last, I coded my higher 
order construct variable, homogeneous white communities, with its lowest value in percent non-
Hispanic white or English only speaking.  

My third independent variable, large foreign born population, is intended to measure 
immigrant threat. Individuals such as Della Posta (2013) use similar measures. I gave this 
variable a value of 1 for counties with greater than 20% foreign born populations. This value 
represents the fifth quintile of percent foreign born citizens by state in 2010 (Grieco, Acosta, De 
La Cruz, Gambino, Larsen, Trevelyan and. Walters 2012). I coded this variable to .75 for those 
counties with foreign born population of between 16% and 20%. This value includes most of the 
4th quintile of counties. I truncated the fourth quintile to make the measure slightly more 
conservative and to fit with natural breaks in the data. I coded the variable to .25 for those 
between 10% and 16% foreign born population; percentages roughly corresponding to the upper 
third and lower fourth quintile of foreign born population percentage by state. Finally, I coded 
the variable 0 for any other foreign born population percent. 

While homogeneous white communities and communities with large foreign born 
populations are nearly mutually exclusive, this does not present a problem to my research. 
Mathematically, multicollinearity is not an issue in QCA, and so traditional obstacles of high 
independent variable correlation are immaterial in my research. Theoretically, many counties are 
neither homogeneous white communities nor high foreign born counties and as such including 
both measures allow me to investigate three demographic permutations: homogeneous white, 
large foreign born population, and non-homogeneous average or below average foreign born 
population counties.  

My fourth independent variable, low income, is intended to measure economic power 
devaluation. This variable is a higher construct I use to capture three different aspects of 
economic strain. First, I include a measure for those living below the poverty line. Second I 
include a measure capturing the percentage of those who spend a large amount of their income 
on rent. I intend this to capture those people who live in high income, high rent areas and so 
despite wages above the poverty line have economic security similar to those who live below the 
poverty line. Finally, I include a measurement for SNAP benefit recipients to further increase the 
range of economically precarious counties included in this variable; SNAP benefits can go to 
persons living above the poverty line but still experiencing food insecurity. Paralleling my 
homogeneous white community variable, inclusion in my higher order construct low income 
required a county to pass a threshold in all three sub-variables.  
                                                
7 Where 87.5% of the counties in my data set were from urban areas (USDA 2017), I judged this a reasonable metric 
for calibration.   
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I coded counties with 18% of their population below the poverty line, or those belonging to the 
5th quintile of county level percentages of residents below the poverty line in 2013 (Alemayehu 
Bishaw and Kayla Fontenot. 2014), to 1. I coded all others to 0. I coded counties with 15% or 
more of residents using SNAP benefits, or those counties corresponding to the top third of State 
level SNAP use (Loveless 2015) to 1. I coded all others to 0. I coded those counties with 45% or 
more of their respective population spending 35% or more of their monthly income on rent as 1. 
This value falls 1.4% below the fourth quartile of 2009 metropolitan statistical area percentage of 
renters spending 35% or more of their monthly income on rent (Kresin and Schwartz. 2010). I 
made this measure slightly more inclusive to accommodate the post 2009 national trend toward 
greater renter-ship and increasing rental prices in the United States (Fernald 2013).  

My fifth independent variable, Gini coefficient, is intended to capture relative 
deprivation. I theorize that those counties with high income inequality provide commensurately 
extreme relative social frames for achievement. In other words, we can expect high Gini counties 
to have residents that observe great relative wealth and form social expectations based upon said 
wealth.  I gave this variable a value of 1 for counties with a Gini score over .461 or greater. This 
value corresponds with the 5th quintile of median U.S. county level Gini scores for 2006-2010 
(Bee 2012). It gave it a partial inclusion score of .75 for those between .439 and .461, values 
corresponding to the fourth quintile of Gini scores. I then gave it a value of .25 for those counties 
between .422 and .438, corresponding to the third quintile of Gini scores and 0 for those below 
.422.  

My sixth independent variable, low bachelor’s degree attainment, is meant to capture 
counties with relatively uneducated populations. The 2011-2015 ACS 5-year survey estimates 
18.5% of American citizens over the age of 25 have a bachelor’s degree. Furthermore, it shows 
the estimated percent of bachelor’s degree attainment for those over 25 years of age, on a state 
level, varies from 11.7% in West Virginia to 24.1% in Colorado (Census 2017). Considering this 
distribution, I coded this variable with a value of 1 for those counties with a bachelor’s degree 
attainment rate of under 17%; a value corresponding to the states with the 15 lowest bachelor 
degree attainment rates. I coded all other counties 0 in this variable. 
 
RESULTS 
 

Initial QCA yielded seven separate configurations of independent variables associated 
with lone wolf violence8. The value of each variable, within each case, may be seen in Figure 2. 
Each configuration discovered may be seen in Figure 3. Many of these configurations are 
logically redundant, differing by only one variable value. Schneider and Wagemann (2012) argue 
such pairs may be reduced and combined together, because the dependent variable is present 
irrespective of the value of the redundant independent variable. I refer to these reduced 
configurations here as pathways. Figure 4 illustrates the three pathways my observations fall 
into. Examining the sub configurations of pathway one (figure 4), we see when there is a: strong 
right-wing presence, racially/ethnically diverse population, non-low bachelor degree attainment 
rate, and high Gini score, lone wolf violence occurs in this pathway irrespective of the presence 
of a large foreign born population or low county income.  
                                                
8 I used the Stata fuzzy module written by Longest and Vaisey (2008) to find the combinations of sets that formed 
meaningful pathways. Then, I used the R packages QCA and QCAGUI (Dusa 2007) and QCAtools (Lewandowski 
2016) for reduction and analysis of coverage.  
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Individual variables within QCA may be evaluated on the basis of necessity, where a 
necessary dependent variable has a score of greater than .5 in all—or almost all—cases related to 
the independent variable. Therefore, the necessary dependent variable must be present for the 
outcome represented by the independent variable to occur.  Two variables were present in almost 
all cases of my independent variable. First, the presence of right-wing groups was found in 15 of 
16 cases, and 14 cases had full inclusion. Second, low educational attainment was fully absent in 
15 of 16 cases. This later finding is of less theoretical significance, as a large, varied, range of 
counties do not have low educational attainment. Additionally, a high Gini coefficient was found 
in 13 of 16 cases, 7 of which had full inclusion. The high instance of counties with right-wing 
organizational presence, and the low instance of low educational attainment counties, breaks 
with my hypothesis; I theorized low education and right-wing presence would be integral aspects 
of separate paths toward lone wolf violence.  

Another way QCA results may be analyzed is through coverage (Schneider and 
Wagemann 2012), or the percent of cases explained by each configuration or pathway.  
The first pathway, characterized by a strong right-wing presence, a racially/ethnically diverse 
population, a non-low bachelor degree attainment rate, and high Gini score, covers 68.75% of 
cases. The second pathway, characterized by a strong right-wing presence, a homogenous white 
population, a non-large foreign born population, a non-low bachelor degree attainment rate, and 
a non-low income population covers 25% of cases. Given their large case coverage, these first 
two pathways may be referred to as strong paths. Finally, the third path represents those counties 
without a strong right-wing presence, with a homogenous white population, a non-large foreign 
born population, a low bachelor’s degree attainment rate, a non-low income population and the 
absence of a high Gini Coefficient. It covers 6.25% of cases. Of these paths, the first two have 
high enough coverage to warrant serious theoretical consideration. In contrast, the third pathway 
has such low coverage it becomes difficult to say it did not result from randomness or 
measurement error. Notably, however, the third path was the only to lack strong right-wing 
presence and to contain a low educational attainment rate county; if this path had stronger 
coverage, this would suggest that right-wing presence and low educational attainment are 
mutually exclusive elements of configurations associated with lone wolf violence.  
 Congruent with my hypotheses, two strong paths toward lone wolf violence emerged. 
These pathways, however, contrast with those I predicted. Pathway one, like the metropolitan 
communities I predicted, has a strong right-wing organizational presence, is not homogenously 
white, and has a high Gini score. Unlike the metropolitan communities I predicted, pathway one 
works regardless of the presence of a large foreign born population, not because of one (see the 
sub-configurations of pathway 1 in figure 4). The lone wolf violence associated with pathway 
one appears to result primarily from the interaction of right-wing presence and relative 
deprivation in the absence of white homogeneity and low educational attainment, regardless of 
foreign born populations, or absolute economic conditions.  

Pathway two, like the low SES communities I hypothesized, is homogenously white and 
lacks a large foreign born population. Unlike my predicted low SES communities, pathway two 
relies on right-wing presence. Opposite to my predictions, pathway two is associated with non-
low educational attainment and non-low income counties. The lone wolf violence associated 
with pathway two appears to result primarily from the interaction of right-wing presence, white 
homogeneity, the absence of low educational attained or economic strain, and regardless of 
relative economic achievement.  



 16 

Where pathway two does not include low income counties, economic power devaluation does 
not seem play a role in influencing lone wolf violence at the local level.  
 
CASES  
 

I present detailed descriptions of two cases from the data to show how communities 
represented by pathways one and two look in practice. First, I selected Santa Barbara California, 
2014, to represent pathway one. Santa Barbara was the location of the Isla Vista shooting 
committed by Elliot Rodger. Santa Barbara has a strong Tea Party presence. In 2009, for 
example, Santa Barbara had a tax day protest with several hundred Tea Partiers, including a 
costume play of Paul Revere on horseback, and two state senators (Rolens 2009). Furthermore, 
according to 2005-2009 ACS estimates, Santa Barbara is 52.5% non-Hispanic white, 63.5% 
English only speaking, and has a 22.2% foreign born populace (Hixon et al. 2011). Where in 
2010 America was 65.4% non-Hispanic white, Santa Barbara is considerably more diverse than 
America is aggregately (Hixon, Hepler and Kim 2011). Moreover, passages in Rodger’s 
manifesto, such as where he calls Black men ‘filth’ (Rodger 2014a), suggest he was responding 
negatively to Santa Barbara’s diversity.   

In addition, Santa Barbara has a Gini score of .475, putting it in the 5th quintile of median 
U.S. county level Gini scores for 2006-2010 (Bee 2012).  Theoretically, such economic 
inequality should give rise to relative deprivation. Writings and videos produced by Rodger 
suggests he was responding to such relative deprivation. For example, in one video, while 
drinking a latte and using his IPhone to vlog from his BMW, Rodger rants about how unfairly he 
is treated (Rodger 2014b). Similarly, despite growing up in an affluent environment with French 
and German nannies (Rodger 2014a), Rodger was covetous of other’s wealth; consider this 
excerpt from his manifesto:  

 
If I was a millionaire and owned a house like the one I was spending that night in, I 
could have any girl I want. Being in that position would make up for all of the 
misery I’ve had to go through in the past… and making up for it is my most 
important goal in life (2014a:69).  
 

Here we can see Rodger is covetous of other’s wealth. 
I have selected Johnson County, Kansas, 2014, as an example of pathway two. Johnson 

county witnessed the Overland Park Jewish Community Center Shooting, perpetrated by Frazier 
Glenn Miller Jr. in 2014. As of 2010, Johnson was home to Two Tea party organizations and a 
hate group. Furthermore, Johnson is an hour drive from The Church of Israel, a Christian Identity 
denomination at one time attended by the Olympic bomber, Eric Rudolph. Disgustingly, the 
Church of Israel holds white people are descendants of Adam while Jewish people are 
descendants of Satan (ADL 2017). According to 2005-2009 ACS estimates, Johnson has an 
84.6% non-Hispanic white population, an 89.7% English-only speaking population, and a 7.5% 
foreign born population. In such a way, Johnson county mirrors the largely white Pacific 
Northwestern communities Blee (2003) saw hate messages resonating within.  Additionally, only 
5% of Johnson’s population live below the poverty line, only 2.5% use SNAP benefits, only 30% 
of residents spend 35% or more of their income in rent, and Johnson has a relatively low Gini 
score of .427 (Alemayehu, and Fontenot 2014).  
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These statistics suggest Johnson residents were not experiencing economic power devaluation or 
relative deprivation locally at the time of Miller’s rampage. However, Miller, who viewed 
himself as perpetually at war against enemies of the white race, clearly felt threatened (Thomas 
2014). Rather than a local threat, Miller and others may be responding to national level threats, 
similar to those that mobilized the KKK in the 1920s (McVeigh 1999).  In a community such as 
Johnson, hate organizations may be able to frame national problems as the fault of minorities 
because there are too few minorities to provide a counter-narrative.  
 
SUMMARY 
 

My analysis show the presence of right-wing organizations are strongly associated with 
the perpetration of lone wolf violence. Furthermore, lone wolf violence tends to occur in two 
types of communities 1) non-homogeneous white communities with high levels of economic 
inequality, and 2) homogeneous white communities with economically stable residents. 
 I theorize, in economically unequal communities right-wing groups frame relative deprivation as 
the fault of minorities. Conversely, I theorize in homogenously white economically stable 
communities, right-wing groups frame national problems as the fault of minorities who lack a 
presence to create a counter-narrative. Finally, my results suggest economic power devaluation 
and perceived immigrant threat on a local level, though predictive of general right-wing 
mobilizations and group enacted violence such as lynchings, do not explain the emergence of 
lone wolf violence. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
 My research has yielded several theoretic contributions. First, I put forward a theory of 
lone wolf violence to be used in future research. Second, I demonstrate a strong association 
between right-wing organizational presence and lone wolf violence. This connection suggests 
right-wing groups have a fomenting presence, elevating general racial animus to instances of 
violence. Furthermore, it indicates potential fecundity of scholarship on social movement 
organization influence on non-social movement actors. Third, my research underscores the 
importance of geography on social articulation of discontent, pushing scholarship of violence 
beyond individualistic factors. Fourth, my research suggests relative deprivation more so than 
economic power devaluation acts regionally to influence violence. Similarly, it suggests 
perceived immigrant threat it not locally determinative of lone wolf violence.  
 My work does, however, have several limitations. First, cultural milieus and economic 
conditions vary widely within counties and as such my work may not capture the nuance a zip 
code or neighborhood level study would.  Second, QCA analysis does not show the strength of 
influence exerted by independent variables. Third, my small N sample, lacking negative cases, 
offers limited diversity. And fourth, the dynamics influencing lone wolf violence are ever 
evolving and as a consequence the predictive power of this temporally locked sample is reduced.  

The lone wolf violence I have interrogated here occurred under the tenure of the Obama 
administration. Under the Trump regime such violence is likely to rise. Right-wing groups, the 
presence of which are shown above to be strongly associated with lone wolf violence, have risen 
for two consecutive years since Trump began campaigning in 2015 (SPLC 2017). Furthermore, 
the rise of the ‘alt-right’ has provided a large, quasi-socially accepted, platform for hate rhetoric.  
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Additionally, the relative deprivation shown above to impact lone wolf violence will most likely 
increase under the Trump administration’s economic deregulation and regressive tax system. 

Finally, my regional approach could be used in conjunction with traditional profiling 
techniques. The primary drawback of individualistic profiling of lone wolf killers is the 
exurbanite number of false positives generated (Connor and Flynn 2015; Gill, Horgan, and 
Deckert 2014; Fox and Delateur 2013). However, employing the proximal factors analyzed here 
to delimit the regions within which individual profiles are used may make traditional profiling 
techniques more viable. Additionally, my work demonstrates the need for scholarship that 
differentiates regional and national influences on lone actor’s violence.  
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Figure 1  
National Right-wing Group Distribution (Used for Calibration) 

Group Total Number  Mean Per 
County  

Std. Dev. Max Per 
County 

Hate  379  0.203 0.727 10 
Patriot 210 0.083 0.341 4 
Militias 113 0.038 0.205 2 
Tea-Party 1,152 0.899 2.190 39 
Total Counties 3108 3108 3108 3108 
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Figure 2 
All Cases and All Variable Values by State and County 
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AZ Pima 2011 1 0 .25 0 0 .75 
CA Arapahoe 2012 1 .25 .25 0 0 .75 
CA Los Angeles 2013 1 0 1 0 1 1 
CA Orange 2011 1 0 1 0 0 .75 
CA Santa Barbara 2014 .75 0 1 0 1 1 
CO El Paso 2015 1 .75 0 0 0 .75 
CT Fairfield 2012 1 0 .75 0 0 1 
KS Johnson 2014 1 1 0 0 0 .25 
LA Lafayette 2015 1 .75 0 0 0 1 
MN Hennepin 2012 1 .25 .25 0 0 1 
NY Herkimer 2013 0 1 0 1 0 0 
SC Charleston 2015 1 .25 0 0 1 1 
TX Travis 2010 1 0 .75 0 0 1 
WA King 2012 1 .25 .75 0 0 .75 
WI Calumet 2015 1 1 0 0 0 0 
WI Milwaukee 2012 1 .25 0 0 1 .75 
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Figure 3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 
 
Legend 
 
Upper Case: Variable value greater than .5 
Lower Case Variable value less than .5 
 
Variables 
 
R = Strong Right-Wing Presence 
W = Homogenous White Community 
F = Large Foreign Born Population 
E = Low Educational Attainment 
I = Low Income County 
G = High Gini Score 

  
 
 
  

Full Configurations All Cases 
 

Configuration Cases 
R*W*f*e*i*G 2 
R*W*f*e*i*g 2 
R*w*F*e*I*G 2 
R*w*F*e*i*G 4 
R*w*f*e*I*G 2 
R*w*f*e*i*G 3 
r*W*f*E*i*g 1 
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Figure 4 
Reduced Lone Wolf Configurations 
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