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ABSTRACT
Over the past month, the Center on Terrorism, Extremism, and Counterterrorism
(CTEC) has published multiple reports on the radical right’s use of disinformation
during the COVID-19 pandemic. This report, CTEC’s third in the series, highlights
the activities of the Oath Keepers, a right-wing anti-government extremist group
that blends sovereign citizen and white supremacist dogmas and theories. This tendency has amplified during the COVID-19 crisis. As you’ll read in this report by
Mr. Alex Newhouse (CTEC Digital Research Lead) and Mr. Sean Kitson (CTEC
graduate research assistant), the Oath Keepers have taken to social media to provoke
protests and spin disinformation against its enemies - Bill Gates, Anthony Fauci,
and others. At the same time, the group’s leadership, particularly Stewart Rhodes,
have pushed forward anti-vaccine narratives and medically unproven medication and
techniques (like extreme weight loss diets) to ward off COVID-19. If you are interested in CTEC’s previous research, check out the QAnon report here and its report
on the Russian Imperial Movement here.

1.

Introduction

Since nearly the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the activist group/militia
organization called “The Oath Keepers” has shown a willingness and even enthusiasm
to spread mis/disinformation and harmful conspiracy theories related to the virus and
disease. A CTEC investigation of Oath Keepers-related social media accounts shows
important figures in the group proliferating, among other dangerous rhetoric, QAnonrelated language, false and harmful remedies for COVID-19, and the conspiracy theory
that Bill Gates and Anthony Fauci are attempting to control minds through mandatory
vaccines.

2.

Who are the Oath Keepers?

The Oath Keepers are a far-right militia group that also engages in political activism.
Ideologically, the Oath Keepers claim to focus on the responsibility of soldiers and
law enforcement personnel to keep their oaths to the Constitution above all else. Oath
Keepers promote a radically libertarian interpretation of American citizenship and
service that holds loyalty to the Constitution as the utmost loyalty a person can give.
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In practice, the group is more akin to extreme sovereign citizen and other farright movements, with a penchant for associating from the highest levels with racist
and anti-Semitic conspiracy theories. Oath Keepers have taken high-profile action by
deploying as a (mostly) anti-Black Lives Matter vigilante enforcement group during
the protests in Ferguson, MO.

3.

How are they talking about the coronavirus?

The Oath Keepers, in general, are not heavy Twitter users, but those that do post
and reply on Twitter have shown an eagerness to engage in far-right conspiracism that
has reached critical mass in the last two weeks. In this brief, we track several Oath
Keepers-related Twitter accounts:
• Oathkeepers (the official account of the organization),
• RickFerran (Rick “The Tank Ferran, founder of Oath Keeper-related
blog/store””Uncle Sam’s Misguided Children”),
• RedPillRoadShow (David Kopacz, host of Oath Keepers TV show “Red Pill
Road Show”),
• SirClopton (Troy Clopton, Oath Keepers member), and
• StewartRhodesOK (Stewart Rhodes, founder and leader of the Oath Keepers).
Among them, their most-used hashtags are not too surprising: a mix of mainstream
conservative sentiment (#2A and #WalkAway, for example) and some Oath Keepersrelated promotions (#winagun). They tend to use relatively innocuous hashtags in
high volume. In this graph, the only hints at COVID-19 disinformation are “#hydroxychloroquine,” the drug that has been touted by President Trump, without evidence,
as a treatment for the disease. Unprescribed use of the drug (and the similar chloroquine) has increased and has been linked to harmful side effects.

However, there is also substantial evidence that Oath Keepers are attempting to find
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a message to rally around with regards to the coronavirus. These users, including the
official Oath Keepers account, have used many variations on hashtags that are linked
to COVID-19 disinformation efforts. These include support for violent communities
like QAnon and for movements targeting and demonizing Bill Gates and Anthony
Fauci, claiming they are agents in a plot to control the population through mandatory
vaccines.

4.

Support for Reopen America Protests

The Oath Keeper accounts have also supported the anti-Shelter in Place protests that
have arisen over the past week across the United States.
Governors have instituted these measures on advice from medical professionals and
epidemiologists, who state that social distancing must be enforced in order to stop the
spread of the virus. Some far-right organizations and communities have perceived this
as inexcusable government overreach and have flouted the directives, congregating in
public places and shutting down thoroughfares. Trump has inflamed the sentiment by
calling to “liberate” states under shelter-in-place orders, even while there is mounting
evidence that these protests have led to spikes in infection.
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5.

Conclusion

The Oath Keepers have engaged in violent COVID-19 conspiracy theories, including
accusations that Gates and Fauci have criminal intent and that the Chinese government deliberately created the virus. They have also taken the side of “Reopen America” protesters, who have flouted public health guidelines in recent weeks. As protests
continue, the Oath Keepers should be monitored as they are likely to participate while
heavily armed.
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