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Searching for Ecoterrorism: The Crucial Case of the Unabomber
SEAN FLEMING University of Nottingham, United Kingdom

A key finding of recent scholarship on political violence is that environmentalists rarely, if ever, use
lethal violence. Many scholars have argued that “ecoterrorism” is a misnomer for what is more
accurately termed “ecotage.” Large-n studies of environmental activism have identified only one

apparent example of an environmentally motivated terrorist: the Unabomber, Ted Kaczynski. The
Unabomber case is therefore a “crucial case” for evaluating the Peaceful Environmentalist Thesis—the
generalization that environmentalists do not use lethal violence. Pioneering a forensic method of ideology
analysis, this article uses previously unexamined archival material to assess the Unabomber’s affinities
with three environmental ideologies: radical environmentalism, green anarchism, and right-wing ecolo-
gism. It shows that the Unabomber’s ideology is not environmentalist in intellectual origins or in
conceptual structure, and that his motivations were anti-technological rather than pro-ecological. The
Unabomber case demonstrates how ideology analysis can complement and strengthen research on
political violence.

INTRODUCTION

A key finding of recent scholarship on political
violence is that environmentalists rarely, if
ever, use lethal violence. Although cases of

environmentally motivated sabotage are common,
cases of environmentally motivated murder are diffi-
cult to find (Carson, LaFree, and Dugan 2012; Hirsch-
Hoefler and Mudde 2014; Loadenthal 2017; Taylor
1998; 2003). Many scholars have therefore argued that
“ecoterrorism” is a misnomer for what is more accu-
rately termed “ecotage” (Amster 2006; Cooke 2013;
Loadenthal 2014; Smith 2008; Sumner and Weidman
2013; Vanderheiden 2005; Wagner 2008; Woodhouse
2014). According to the expansive definitions of terror-
ism used by many law enforcement agencies, which
encompass any “unlawful use of force or violence
against persons or property” for “social or political
objectives” (Pomerantz 1987, 14–5), environmentally
motivated sabotage is terrorism. However, critics insist
on a distinction between violence against property and
violence against people. “There is a fundamental
difference,” Sumner and Weidman (2013, 868) argue,
“between destroying SUVs and flying an airplane full
of people into a building full of people.” In their view,
destroying SUVs is not terrorism, any more than steal-
ing SUVs is kidnapping.
Yet, the debate about ecoterrorism is about much

more than terminology. The absence of lethal attacks by
environmental activists is striking, no matter how ter-
rorism is defined. Even if politically motivated sabotage

does constitute terrorism, it is nonetheless remarkable
that environmental activists have limited themselves to
“terrorism” against property. The generalization that
environmentalists do not use lethal violence—call this
the Peaceful Environmentalist Thesis—looks to be one
of the strongest generalizations that contemporary
political science has to offer. Unlike the Democratic
Peace Thesis, which is notoriously riddled with qualifi-
cations and conditions of applicability, the Peaceful
Environmentalist Thesis can be stated with powerful
simplicity: environmental activists do not kill people.

There are only a few alleged counterexamples to this
generalization. In his landmark study of 11,562 illegal
incidents associated with the environmental and animal
rights movements from 1973 through 2010, Loadenthal
(2017) found only four fatal attacks. One was the 2002
assassination of the Dutch populist politician Pim For-
tuyn by an animal rights activist named Volkert van der
Graaf. This attack is a doubtful counterexample to the
Peaceful Environmentalist Thesis for two reasons. First,
although there are overlaps between the animal rights
and environmental movements, it is a mistake to con-
flate them.Carson, LaFree, andDugan (2012, 307) have
found that “compared to environmental extremists,
radical animal rights groups are more than five times
more likely to target people.” They identified three
cases of assassination carried out by animal rights activ-
ists but none by environmental activists (see also Taylor
2003, 180; 2004, 244–6). Second, Fortuyn’s assassin was
apparently motivated by neither animal rights nor envi-
ronmentalism. Van der Graaf claims to have killed
Fortuyn to protect Muslims from political persecution
(Evans-Pritchard andClements 2003; Taylor 2003, 177).

The other three fatal attacks in Loadenthal’s
(2017) dataset were all perpetrated by Ted Kaczynski,
the American domestic terrorist known as “the
Unabomber.” From 1978 through 1995, Kaczynski
waged a bombing campaign in the name of “wild
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nature,”which killed three people and injured 23 others.
Yet, his relationship with environmentalism is disputed.
While some see him as a paradigmatic ecoterrorist
(Arnold 1997; Barnett 2015), others argue that his claim
to be fighting for nature was insincere and purely rhe-
torical (Chase 2004; Sale 1995).
As one of the very few plausible cases of environ-

mentally motivated terrorism, the Unabomber case is a
“crucial case” for the Peaceful Environmentalist Thesis
(Eckstein 1975; George and Bennett 2005; Gerring
2007).1 If the Unabomber is an environmentalist, then
he is an important counterexample to the generalization
that environmentalists do not use lethal violence—a
counterexample that calls for an explanation. If he is
not an environmentalist, then the Peaceful Environ-
mentalist Thesis is even stronger than previous research
suggests, because the prime counterexample turns out
to be illusory. Of course, a generalization cannot be
proved or disproved by a single case. But when a
generalization has few apparent counterexamples, a
single case can make an unusually large difference to
the generalization’s strength. The Unabomber case is
thus “crucial” for determining how strong the Peaceful
Environmentalist Thesis is. While a generalization with
one exception is very strong, a generalization with no
exceptions is the holy grail of social science.
The Unabomber is important not only as a test case

for theories about ecoterrorism, but also, more broadly,
as an influential figure in contemporary radical politics.
His 35,000-word manifesto, “Industrial Society and
Its Future,” was jointly published by The Washington
Post and The New York Times in September 1995
(Kaczynski 1995a). It has been translated into more
than a dozen languages and is a source of ideas and
inspiration for radicals across the spectrum, from anar-
chists to neo-fascists (Fleming 2022;Hughes, Jones, and
Amarasingam 2022; Lubrano 2023). However, there is
little scholarly literature about Kaczynski’s ideology
(Corey 2000; Luke 1996; Moen 2019; Taylor 1998),
and none of the existing literature has made use of
the available archival material.
The purpose of this article is to assess Kaczynski’s

relationship with environmentalism. I adopt a dual
approach to ideology analysis, which combines what
Freeden (1996, 3) calls “morphological” analysis of the
conceptual structures of ideologies with “genetic” anal-
ysis of their intellectual origins. I rely on previously
unexamined archival material from the Joseph
A. Labadie Collection at the University of Michigan
and the UNABOMCollection at PennsylvaniaWestern
University. My analysis shows that Kaczynski’s ideology
is not environmentalist in origin or in structure.
Although it does have some affinities with radical envi-
ronmentalism, green anarchism, and right-wing ecolo-
gism, it does not fit in any of these categories. Nor is
Kaczynski’s ideology an idiosyncratic sort of environ-
mentalism that belongs in a category of its own. Almost

none of his ideas are from environmentalist sources, and
his motivations were decidedly anti-technological rather
than pro-ecological. However, the Peaceful Environ-
mentalist Thesis does not emerge unscathed. Although
Kaczynski himself is not a credible counterexample, he
points to other plausible counterexamples.

The article has five main sections. The first
section explains my approach andmethod and describes
the archival evidence I use. The second section examines
the common claim that Kaczynski was not, in fact,
motivated by the ideas he espoused in his manifesto.
This claim, if true, would provide a shortcut to my
conclusion that his violence was not environmentally
motivated, but it does not stand up to the evidence. The
next three sections assess Kaczynski’s alleged affinities
with three environmental ideologies: radical environ-
mentalism, green anarchism, and right-wing ecologism.
The conclusion reassesses the Peaceful Environmental-
ist Thesis in light of the Unabomber case and draws
some broader implications for the study of political
ideologies and political violence.

FORENSIC IDEOLOGY ANALYSIS

Large-n, incident-based studies are useful for discern-
ing patterns and “waves” of terrorist activity, and for
identifying strategic and tactical differences between
terrorists of different ideological types (e.g., Jaśko et al.
2022; Piazza 2009). That environmentalists seldom, if
ever, use lethal violence is one of the key findings of this
kind of research (Carson, LaFree, and Dugan 2012;
Loadenthal 2017). However, an important weakness of
large-n, incident-based studies is that they tend to rely
on impressionistic categorizations of terrorists’ ideolo-
gies. When coding attacks or “incidents,” scholars must
often make heuristic judgments about the perpetrators’
ideologies, because many incidents have not been stud-
ied at any depth.

Although it has long been recognized that terrorists’
ideologies shape their patterns of target selection and
determine the lethality of their attacks (Ahmed 2018;
Asal and Rethemeyer 2008; Drake 1998), terrorism
scholars have only recently begun to develop rigorous
approaches to ideology analysis (Ackerman and Burn-
ham 2021; Holbrook and Horgan 2019). They have so
far made little use of the well-established approaches
to ideology analysis in political theory (Freeden 1996;
Leader Maynard 2013; Ostrowski 2022). These
approaches can not only add depth to small-n studies
of terrorism; they can also aid large-n studies by helping
scholars categorize and code terrorists’ ideologies in a
more systematic way.

I adopt a dual approach to the study of ideology,
which combines what Freeden (1996, 3) calls
“morphological” and “genetic” analysis. An ideology
can be analyzed morphologically, based on the config-
uration of concepts that it employs, or genetically, based
on its intellectual lineage. This dual approach captures
two ways in which claims of ideological identity are
commonly intended and understood. The claim that
the Unabomber was an environmentalist may mean

1 The Unabomber case might be called a “crucial counterexample,”
in contrast to what Gerring (2007) calls “confirmatory,”
“disconfirmatory,” and “pathway” crucial cases.
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that his ideology displays a conceptual structure that is
characteristic of environmentalism (morphological),
that it belongs to the intellectual tradition of environ-
mentalism (genetic), or both.
To guard against definitional gerrymandering, I begin

with a working definition of environmentalism that errs
on the side of over-inclusiveness: environmentalism is a
family of ideologies that are centrally concerned with
ecology or nonhuman nature. This definition encom-
passes anthropocentric varieties of environmentalism,
which are concerned with the preservation of “natural
resources” for the benefit of human beings, as well as
ecocentric varieties of environmentalism that ascribe
intrinsic value to nonhuman nature. The qualifier,
“nonhuman,” is implied by the etymology of
“environment,” which means “something that
surrounds”—something external to humanity (Winner
2020, 123). This qualifier is necessary to distinguish
anthropocentric varieties of environmentalism from
ideologies that are primarily concerned with the pres-
ervation of human nature. For example, groups such as
Ducks Unlimited, which advocate wildlife conservation
for the purpose of hunting, can plausibly be counted as
environmentalist groups. However, groups that oppose
genetic engineering or “human enhancement” onmoral
or religious grounds are not necessarily environmental-
ist groups, even though they are, in a sense, concerned
with the preservation of nature. As a rough heuristic,
then, an ideology can provisionally be considered
“environmentalist” if it is centrally concerned with
ecology or nonhuman nature. Yet, morphological and
genetic analyses are necessary to adjudicate ambiguous
cases, such as that of the Unabomber. Instead of simply
assessing whether Kaczynski’s ideology fits an arbitrary
(and inevitably contested) definition of environmental-
ism, it is more fruitful to compare his ideology to
ideologies that are widely recognized as environmen-
talist, both by their own proponents and by others.
My assessment of Kaczynski’s relationship with envi-

ronmentalism is based on both morphological and
genetic criteria: (1) the strength/weakness of the con-
ceptual similarities between his ideology and the envi-
ronmental ideologies with which it has been equated
(i.e., radical environmentalism, green anarchism, and
right-wing ecologism); and (2) the strength/weakness
of Kaczynski’s intellectual-historical connections to the
environmentalist tradition (i.e., whether his ideas are
drawn from environmentalist sources). There are four
possibilities. If Kaczynski’s relationship with environ-
mentalism is both morphologically and genetically
strong, then he is an unambiguous counterexample to
the Peaceful Environmentalist Thesis. If his relationship
with environmentalism is weak according to both cri-
teria, then he can be excluded from the category of
environmentalists altogether. If his ideology displays
strong morphological similarities to environmental ide-
ologies but weak intellectual-historical links, then he
might be considered an idiosyncratic or sui generis sort
of environmentalist, but nonetheless a fairly strong
counterexample to the Peaceful Environmentalist
Thesis. Finally, if his ideology displays weak morpho-
logical similarities to environmental ideologies but

strong intellectual-historical links, then it might be con-
sidered a cousin of environmentalism—a relatively
weak counterexample.

Whilemy interpretative approach combinesmorpho-
logical and genetic ideology analysis, my method is
“forensic.” So far, claims about Kaczynski’s ideology
have been based on highly circumstantial evidence, such
as terminological similarities and biographical informa-
tion. Much like a detective would, I put these claims to
the test using hard, physical evidence. Blau (2015) has
argued that “detective-work” is a helpful analogy for
the study of ideas. I take “detective-work” literally and
examine Kaczynski’s ideology using the same body of
evidence that the FBI used. The University of Michi-
gan’s Labadie Collection contains copies of much of the
material that the FBI confiscated from his cabin in 1996,
including his journals, notes, drafts, and unpublished
essays. It also contains copies of his prison correspon-
dence from 1996 to the late 2010s.2 Pennsylvania West-
ern University’s UNABOM Collection contains
additional letters and other writings by Kaczynski,
which were donated by James R. Fitzgerald, a forensic
linguist and former FBI agent who played a pivotal role
in the Unabomber case. None of the existing literature
aboutKaczynski’s ideasmakes use of these rich archives
(Chase 2004; Corey 2000; Luke 1996; Sale 1995;
Staudenmaier 2021; Taylor 1998). Early analyses of
the Unabomber manifesto were unavoidably specula-
tive, because the forensic evidence was not yet avail-
able. The Labadie Collection’s Kaczynski Papers did
not open to the public until 2000, and the UNABOM
Collection was not available until 2021. In the next four
sections, I test the common claims about Kaczynski’s
relationship with environmentalism against this body of
forensic evidence, using the dual morphological-genetic
approach to guide my interpretations.

INSANITY AND INSINCERITY

The claim that Kaczynski was an ecoterrorist assumes
that he was, in fact, motivated by ideas. Two opposing
narratives emerged after Kaczynski’s arrest, both of
which raise doubts about whether his violence was
politically motivated. On one side, against his vehement
objections, Kaczynski’s lawyers argued that his bomb-
ing campaign was the product of serious mental illness.
A psychiatrist for the defense gave Kaczynski a provi-
sional diagnosis of schizophrenia and said that his
beliefs about technology were manifestations of patho-
logical paranoia (Johnson 1998). If this is true, then
Kaczynski’s system of beliefs was not really a political
ideology, but a collection of idiosyncratic delusions. On
the other side, the prosecutors portrayedKaczynski as a
cold, calculating murderer. He was neither a paranoid
schizophrenic nor an idealistic radical, they argued, but
a sadistic serial killer (Seave 1998). The defense and the
prosecution implicitly agreed that Kaczynski’s bombing

2 See the Supplementary Material and Herrada (2003) for further
information about the Labadie Collection’s Kaczynski Papers.
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campaign was to be explained by his psychology, not his
ideology. Since terrorism is, at a minimum, politically
motivated violence, on neither account can Kaczynski
be considered a terrorist, let alone an ecoterrorist.
There is little doubt that Kaczynski suffered from

mental illness. He sought help for depression, anxiety,
and insomnia fromMontanaMental Health Services on
multiple occasions between 1988 and 1993 (UNABOM
Task Force 1996, 155–7, 209–19).However, there is little
evidence that Kaczynski experienced psychosis or delu-
sions. According to legal scholar Michael Mello (2000,
448), the foremost expert on the Unabomber case, “the
evidence that Theodore Kaczynski suffers from para-
noid schizophrenia, or any other actual, serious mental
illness, is surprisingly flimsy—unless anti-technology
politics, a willingness to kill for them, and a reclusive
lifestyle all add up to mental illness.” After extensively
corresponding with him, Mello (2000, 472–3) concluded
that Kaczynski “wasn’t a mad bomber; he was a chil-
lingly sane bomber.” James Q.Wilson, former president
of theAmerican Political ScienceAssociation, argued in
The New York Times that the Unabomber manifesto
alone provided compelling evidence of Kaczynski’s
sanity.

There is nothing in the manifesto that looks at all like the
work of a madman. The language is clear, precise and
calm. The argument is subtle and carefully developed,
lacking anything even faintly resembling the wild claims
or irrational speculation that a lunatic might produce. […]
If it is the work of a madman, then the writings of many
political philosophers—Jean Jacques Rousseau, Tom
Paine, Karl Marx—are scarcely more sane. (Wilson 1998)

Wilson’s aim was certainly not to defend Kaczynski’s
ideas, and neither is mine. His point was that Kaczynski
was competent enough to represent himself in court.
My point is that Kaczynski was competent enough to be
understood as a political actor—a bona fide terrorist.
His system of beliefs appears to be no more delusional
than any other radical ideology.
The prosecutors accepted that Kaczynski was sane,

but they also cast doubt on whether his bombings were
politically motivated. In their 1998 Sentencing Memo-
randum, they argued that the ideology he espoused was
a carefully crafted cover for his true motivations—
vengeance and hatred. Kaczynski seemed to admit as
much in his journal entry of April 6, 1971: “My motive
for doing what I am going to do is simply personal
revenge. I do not expect to accomplish anything by
it. […] I certainly don’t claim to be an altruist or to be
acting for the ‘good’ (whatever that is) of the human
race” (Kaczynski, quoted in Seave 1998, 38). Yet, the
remainder of this journal entry shows that Kaczynski’s
desire for “revenge” was political as well as personal.
His bombing campaign was an attempt to retaliate
against “the system” for encroaching on human free-
dom: “I would like to get revenge on thewhole scientific
and bureaucratic establishment, not to mention com-
munists and others who threaten freedom, but, that
being impossible, I have to content myself with just a
little revenge.” Anticipating the prosecution’s attempt

to dismiss his ideological motivations, he added, “some
people will deny that I am motivated by a hatred for
what is happening to freedom,” but “they are wrong”
(Kaczynski, quoted in Seave 1998, 38). Further, Kac-
zynski’s description of his “personal” motivations was
itself laden with ideology. One of his foundational
assumptions was that human beings—himself included
—were fundamentally self-interested. As he wrote in
his journal on May 6, 1985, “anyone who ever makes
great efforts or takes great risks on account of social
issues has some powerful personal motive, even if he
persuades himself that he is actuated by pure altruism”

(Kaczynski, quoted in Seave 1998, 41). Thus, although
Kaczynski’s bombings were motivated by a desire for
“personal revenge,” they were nonetheless ideologi-
callymotivated. These twomotivations are notmutually
exclusive.

In any case, Kaczynski’s psychology can provide only
a partial explanation for his bombing campaign. His
psychologymay help to explain why he became violent,
but it cannot explain why he chose the targets he did.
His ideology is necessary to explain why he sought
“revenge” against scientists and corporate executives
rather than, for example, government officials or peo-
ple against whomhe held personal grudges. In this case,
as in many others, ideological and psychological expla-
nations for political violence are complementary.

In addition to the general doubts about whether
Kaczynski was ideologically motivated, there are more
specific doubts about whether he was sincerely commit-
ted to his stated ideal of “wild nature” (Kaczynski 1995a,
183). Some previous analyses of the Unabomber man-
ifesto have suggested that the “green” parts are purely
rhetorical. Sale (1995, 310) argues that Kaczynski “is no
environmentalist”: “his appeal to nature is entirely util-
itarian (like adding another little mechanism to your
bomb to make sure it works).” Similarly, Chase (2004,
94) argues thatKaczynski’s idea of “wild nature”was “at
best, an afterthought,” and “more probably a cynical
attempt to win more supporters for his revolution.”
Chase points out that Kaczynski’s (1972) essay, “Pro-
gress Versus Liberty,” anticipates many of his manifes-
to’s core ideas but does not even mention nature. He
concludes that “Kaczynski had dressed his message in
green” only “because he thought it would make his
treatise more popular” (Chase 2004, 94). If this is true,
thenKaczynski can easily be excluded from the category
of environmentalists.

One problem with Chase’s argument is that his time-
line is incomplete. The idea of wild nature appears in
Kaczynski’s earliest known writings, even before “Pro-
gress Versus Liberty.” In a February 1969 letter to The
Wilderness Society, hewarned that the increasing use of
nature for recreation would “make necessary more and
more scientific control and manipulation of wilderness
areas.” In the end, he lamented, “the areas will not
really bewild at all, because every aspect of themwill be
under the control ofman” (Kaczynski, quoted in Turner
2012, 71). A similar understanding of wildness appears
in Kaczynski’s (1979) essay, “Progress Versus
Wilderness.” There, citing environmental historian
Roderick Nash, he defined “wildness” as “that which
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is not controlled by organized society” (Kaczynski 1979,
2). That ideawould later be recast as “wild nature” in his
manifesto: “those aspects of the functioning of theEarth
and its living things that are independent of human
management and free of human interference and
control” (Kaczynski 1995a, 183). Far from being an
afterthought, the concept of wild nature appears in
Kaczynski’s writings over 25 years before the Unabom-
ber manifesto.
In an attempt to show that Kaczynski’s appeal to

nature was purely rhetorical, Chase (2004, 94) quotes
an apparently damning entry from his journal.

I don’t even believe in the cult of nature-worshipers or
wilderness-worshipers. (I am perfectly ready to litter in
parts of the woods that are of no use to me—I often throw
cans in logged-over areas or in places much frequented by
people; I don’t find wilderness particularly healthy physi-
cally; I don’t hesitate to poach). (Kaczynski 1978, 7)

The prosecutors also quoted this passage in their Sen-
tencing Memorandum to cast doubt on Kaczynski’s
commitment to “wild nature” (Seave 1998, 14). Ironi-
cally, however, this passage highlights some of his stron-
gest affinities with environmentalism. It echoes a motif
fromEdwardAbbey’s ([1975] 2004) novel,TheMonkey
Wrench Gang, which was a major source of inspiration
forAmerican radical environmentalists (Lee 1995; Tay-
lor 2008; Woodhouse 2018). Two of Abbey’s protago-
nists repeatedly throw their beer cans on the road while
they engage in sabotage to protect the wilderness from
industrial encroachment: “Any road I wasn’t consulted
about that I don’t like, I litter. It’s my religion” (Abbey
[1975] 2004, 68). Abbey himself was famous for throw-
ing beer cans on the road (Thompson 2014). The point
he was trying to make was that the concerns of main-
stream environmentalists, such as littering, are merely
conscience-cleansing distractions; industrialism is the
real threat to wild nature. For Kaczynski, as for Abbey,
throwing cans “in places much frequented by people”
was a way of throwing industrial society’s byproducts
back in its face.
Kaczynski briefly mentioned The Monkey Wrench

Gang in a January 1985 journal entry: “Mr. Abbey’s
attitude is in some ways similar to mine, though it is not
identical” (Kaczynski 1985a, 96). One crucial differ-
ence was that Abbey, in line with the Peaceful Envi-
ronmentalist Thesis, did not condone violence against
human beings. The Monkey Wrench Gang’s voice of
reason, Dr. Sarvis, repeatedly rebukes his hot-headed
comrade, George Hayduke, when he reaches for his
gun (Abbey [1975] 2004, 73, 135, 328). What Kaczynski
found appealing in Abbey’s work was his anti-
industrialism, his political incorrectness, and, most of
all, his understanding of freedom as wildness. For
Abbey, wilderness was a place where human beings
could be free: “To the question:Wilderness, who needs
it? Doc would say: Because we like the taste of free-
dom, comrades” (Abbey [1975] 2004, 261). Kaczynski
expressed a similar idea in “Progress Versus
Wilderness”: “wilderness provides the most important
opportunity to experience wildness” (Kaczynski 1979,

2). The Unabomber manifesto is centrally concerned
with “freedom,” understood as the ability to live in
accordance with wild human nature, or natural human
instincts (Kaczynski 1995a, 33–7, 93–8).

WhenKaczynski wrote in his journal that he rejected
“the cult of nature-worshipers or wilderness-
worshipers” (Kaczynski 1978, 7), the operative word
was “worship.” He rejected spiritual understandings
of nature and idealized visions of nature untouched
by humanity (Kaczynski 2003b; 2010). In Kaczynski’s
“wild nature,” “wild” is the dominant term: the free-
dom permitted by an environment is more important
than whether it is pristine. In a 2004 letter, he argued
that “wild nature can better be experienced on a piece
of abandoned or neglected wasteland—even one that
has been ravaged by logging or mining—than in a
consciously preserved wilderness such as a national
park.” Whereas visitors to a national park are subject
to rules and supervision, people can live freely on
wasteland: “one can gather edible plants, kill small
animals for food, cook over an open fire, build a shelter
of naturally-available materials in a place of one’s own
choosing… in short, one can get off the leash”
(Kaczynski 2004, 7, ellipse in original). Poaching was
Kaczynski’s way of living in accordance with his under-
standing of wild nature, “off the leash” and onto the
food chain.

In sum, the claim that the “green” parts of the
Unabomber manifesto are purely rhetorical does not
stand up to scrutiny. The evidence shows that Kac-
zynski was sincerely committed to “wild nature”—a
concept that he borrowed from Roderick Nash, an
eminent environmental historian—and the apparently
anti-environmentalist passages in his journal actually
echo themes from radical environmentalist literature.

RADICAL ENVIRONMENTALISM

“Radical environmentalism” is a catch-all category for
environmental activists who reject the anthropocentric
assumptions of modern society. Although their tactics
and philosophical positions vary, what unites radical
environmentalists is their commitment to the intrinsic
value of nonhuman life. In Kaczynski’s time, the most
prominent radical environmentalist group was Earth
First!, which was founded in 1980 and led by Dave
Foreman, a former lobbyist for TheWilderness Society.
Earth First!ers were notorious for their use of
“monkeywrenching,” or small-scale sabotage, to dis-
rupt logging operations, and many of their detractors
called them “ecoterrorists.”3

Kaczynski is often called a radical environmentalist
(Arnold 1997; Barnett 2015). Journalists have long
speculated that he was inspired or incited by groups
such as Earth First! (e.g., Bailey 2021; Chavez 1996;
Lileks 1996). Two facts lend plausibility to these claims.
First, Kaczynski read radical environmentalist

3 On the history of Earth First! and radical environmentalism, see
Lee (1995), Taylor (2008), and Woodhouse (2018).
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publications, including the Earth First! Journal and
Live Wild or Die, and he apparently used information
from the latter to select some of the targets of his
bombings (Chase 2004, 73–7). Second, the Unabomber
manifesto’s central antithesis—“wild nature” versus
“industrial society”—featured prominently in 1980s
radical environmentalist discourse. As Kaczynski
(1995a, 184, emphasis in original) acknowledged, “rad-
ical environmentalists already hold an ideology that
exalts nature and opposes technology”—though it is
notable that he did not identify as one of them.
As it turns out, Kaczynski borrowed very few of his

ideas from radical environmentalists. He had not heard
of Arne Naess or George Sessions, the intellectual
pioneers of Deep Ecology, until after his arrest
(Kaczynski 2001a).4 He had not heard of Earth First!
until about 1987, approximately seven years after the
group emerged (Kaczynski 2008, 4–5). By that time, his
bombing campaign had been underway for nearly a
decade, and his own ideology was well developed
(Kaczynski 1972; 1979). He was drawn to radical envi-
ronmentalist literature because it expressed anti-
industrial views that he already held.
Kaczynski’s concept of wild nature is, as I have

argued, a genuine intellectual-historical link to environ-
mentalism. However, the fact that his stated ideal was
“wild nature” does not make him an environmentalist,
any more than the fact that he championed “freedom”

makes him a liberal. First of all, an ideology cannot be
defined according to a single concept, because most
ideologies have substantial conceptual overlaps
(Freeden 1996, 83). Second, terminological similarities
often conceal important conceptual differences: “iden-
tical words may mask unbridgeable conceptual and
behavioral divides” (Freeden 1996, 53). Kaczynski’s
understanding of wild nature was different from that
of radical environmentalists, and it was nested within a
very different configuration of concepts.
Radical environmentalists tend to understand nature

as a harmonious balance among organisms and species.
As Humphrey (2013, 425) observes, “Ecology is taken
to show the value of symbiosis and mutual cooperation
(Greens are more Kropotkinite than Darwinist).” For
Earth First!ers, the concept of “wild nature” was
embedded in the spiritual worldview of Deep Ecology,
which emphasizes symbiosis, diversity, and equality
(Naess 1977). Kaczynski, on the other hand, understood
“wild nature” (including human nature) in Darwinian
terms, as the product of a competitive and often violent
struggle for survival. “Since man has been a hunter for
the last million years,” he speculated in a 1985 letter to
his brother, “it is possible that, like other predatory
animals, he has some kind of a ‘killer instinct’”
(Kaczynski 1985b, 3; see also Kaczynski 2003c, 8–9).
As Humphrey (2013, 425) implies, the difference

between “Kropotkinite” and “Darwinist” understand-
ings of nature is a matter of emphasis. Although some
radical environmentalists do invoke Darwinian ideas,
they nonetheless tend to reach Kropotkinite conclu-
sions. For example, although the conservationist Aldo
Leopold borrowed many of his ideas about ecology
from Darwin himself (Millstein 2015), his “land ethic”
emphasizes the role of interdependence and the poten-
tial for cooperation in nature (Leopold 2020, 155–7).
Where Leopold saw a “biotic community,” Kaczynski
saw a battle for survival.

Kaczynski’s hyper-Darwinian understanding of
nature helps to explain why he differed from radical
environmentalists on the question of violence. As
Taylor (1998, 14) observes, radical environmentalists
share “general religious sentiments—that the earth
and all life is sacred—that lessen the possibility that
movement activists will engage in terrorist violence.”
Their commitment to the sanctity of life presents an
ideological barrier against killing people. For this rea-
son, the characteristic modi operandi of radical envi-
ronmentalists are sabotage and civil disobedience
(Hirsch-Hoefler and Mudde 2014; Loadenthal 2014;
2017; Sumner and Weidman 2013). Dave Foreman of
Earth First! implored environmental saboteurs never
to harm living beings: “Monkeywrenching is nonvio-
lent resistance to the destruction of natural diversity
and wilderness. It is never directed against human
beings or other forms of life” (Foreman 2002, 9). Even
the Earth Liberation Front, which was notorious for its
firebomb attacks against industry, strictly adhered to
this principle: “The ELF considers itself a non-violent
organization as no physical harm has come to a human
as a result of the group’s actions” (ELF 2001, 15). A
few radical environmentalist groups, such as Deep
Green Resistance, have argued that lethal violence is
justified and even necessary to prevent a global eco-
logical catastrophe (McBay, Keith, and Jensen 2011).
But none, so far, seem to have followed through on
their bellicose rhetoric. In his June 1995 cover letter to
The New York Times, Kaczynski himself acknowl-
edged that “radical environmentalists do engage in
sabotage” but, unlike him, “the overwhelming major-
ity of them are opposed to violence against human
beings” (Kaczynski 1995c, 2).

As Taylor (1998, 17) says, there is “no indication that
Kaczynski shared the sense, so prevalent in radical
environmental subcultures, that life is worthy of rever-
ence and the earth is sacred.” Although Taylor is right
that there is a deep ideological difference here, it ismore
subtle than he suggests. “Yes, I have reverence for life,
understood as the totality of life on Earth,” Kaczynski
(2003a, 1) wrote in a revealing letter. However, he
added that “death and killing are parts of the totality
of life.” Whereas radical environmentalists’ Kropotki-
nite understandings of nature gave rise to an ethic of
nonviolence, Kaczynski’s hyper-Darwinian understand-
ing of nature served to naturalize and justify his vio-
lence. As he wrote in another letter, “Human beings in
thewild constitute one of themore violent species. […] a
significant amount of violence is a natural part of human
life” (Kaczynski 2003c, 8–9).

4 Kaczynski’s notes cannot be taken at face value, because authors
may downplay or simply misrecall their intellectual influences. How-
ever, Kaczynski’s claims about what he had and had not read appear
to be credible: none of them are contradicted by the extensive body of
archival evidence.
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On the whole, there are few intellectual links or
conceptual similarities between Kaczynski’s ideology
and radical environmentalism. Although they share
the term, “wild nature,” identical words conceal an
important conceptual difference. Further, Kaczynski’s
concept of wild nature is embedded in a different
network of concepts. None of the Unabomber mani-
festo’s three signature concepts—“the power process,”
“surrogate activity,” and “oversocialization”—are
derived from environmentalist sources (Fleming
2022).
“The power process” encapsulates Kaczynski’s

understanding of human nature: “a human being needs
goals whose attainment requires effort, and he must
have a reasonable rate of success in attaining his goals”
(Kaczynski 1995a, 37). In “primitive” societies, human
beings satisfied their need for the power process by
struggling “to obtain the physical necessities of life:
food, water and whatever clothing and shelter aremade
necessary by the climate” (Kaczynski 1995a, 35). Since
industrialization has reduced the struggle for survival to
triviality, at least in “‘advanced’ countries,” people try
to satisfy their need for the power process through
“surrogate activities,” such as hobbies, sports, research,
and activism (Kaczynski 1995a, 38–41). Kaczynski
argued that “these artificial forms of the power process
are insufficient,” which is why feelings of purposeless-
ness and alienation are sowidespread inmodern society
(Kaczynski 1995a, 64). In addition, the power process is
disrupted by “oversocialization,” or the excessive incul-
cation of social norms. Many natural human impulses
and tendencies—hatred, anger, violence, and nepotism
—must be suppressed, because they interfere with the
functioning of complex organizations and systems of
production. For “oversocialized” people, who have
deeply internalized the norms of equality, impartiality,
and nonviolence, “the attempt to think, feel, and act
morally imposes a severe burden” and “results in a
sense of constraint and powerlessness” (Kaczynski
1995a, 25–6). Kaczynski thus attributed the widespread
psychological problems in modern society—from
depression and anxiety to eating disorders and sub-
stance abuse—to the fact that “society requires people
to live under conditions radically different from those
under which the human race evolved” (Kaczynski
1995a, 46).
Whereas radical environmentalists oppose modern

technology for ecological reasons, Kaczynski opposed
modern technology primarily for evolutionary-
psychological reasons. He recognized this difference
from the very beginning. At first, seeing nowhere else
he might find fellow anti-tech radicals, he tried to find
them in environmentalist groups. Kaczynski corre-
sponded with Friends of the Earth in the 1970s—“not
because I think such organizations do any good,” he
wrote in his journal, “but because there might be a
chance I could meet some people in that organization
who would share my antitechnological views”
(Kaczynski 1978, 12, emphasis in original). With the
same instrumental motivation, he wrote an essay titled

“Suggestions for Earth First!ers from FC” (Kaczynski
N.d.). His aim was to persuade Earth First!ers that
technology as such was the problem, and that the
preservation of wilderness was only a side-issue. He
framed his argument as advice about strategy: “as long
as you fight only on environmental and wilderness
issues you are fighting defensively […] to fight offen-
sively you’ve got to get out of the woods and attack the
structures that make the system run” (Kaczynski N.d.,
3, emphasis in original). Kaczynski argued that “the
Earth First! journal should devote at least half its con-
tent to questions that have central relevance to the
development of the industrial-technological system”—

in particular, “genetic engineering,” “computer
technology,” and “propaganda” (Kaczynski N.d., 2).
Behind the pretense of offering strategic advice, he
was apparently trying to steer the group from pro-
ecological toward anti-technological objectives.

Kaczynski eventually gave up trying to convert rad-
ical environmentalists and instead began to emphasize
the differences between his ideology and theirs. In his
2016 book, Anti-Tech Revolution, he encouraged his
followers to carve out a distinct identity: “One move-
ment from which an anti-tech organization needs to
separate itself definitively is that of the radical environ-
mentalists; another is anarchoprimitivism” (Kaczynski
2016, 167). Although there might be strategic reasons
for an anti-tech organization to collaborate with radical
environmentalist groups—“to attract recruits,” “for the
propagation of anti-tech ideas,” for “training and
experience,” or “to take over a radical environmental-
ist group,” as Kaczynski wanted to do with Earth First!
—members of the anti-tech organization “will need to
understand that their purpose in working with radical
environmentalists is solely to win advantages for anti-
tech” (Kaczynski 2016, 172–3).

Although it is understandable how Kaczynski could
be mistaken for a radical environmentalist, this percep-
tion is more of a deliberate fabrication than an honest
mistake. In the mid-1990s, conservative political com-
mentators branded Kaczynski an environmentalist
because it was a convenient way to tarnish their political
adversaries. After Timothy McVeigh, an anti-
government extremist, carried out the Oklahoma City
Bombing in April 1995, the American left blamed the
Republican Party and the National Rifle Association
(Klein 1996). In September 1995, when “Industrial
Society and Its Future” was published, the right retali-
ated by blaming environmentalists for the Unabomber.
Tony Snow, the host of Fox News Sunday and a former
speechwriter for George H. W. Bush, compared Kac-
zynski to then-Vice President Al Gore: “the most strik-
ing thing is how much [the manifesto] sounds like Al
Gore’s book, Earth in the Balance” (Snow 1995). Many
others jumped on the bandwagon, blaming “liberals” in
general and environmentalists in particular for the
Unabomber (e.g., Arnold 1997; Chavez 1996; Lileks
1996; Thomas 1996). The branding of Kaczynski as an
“ecoterrorist” is, in large part, a calcified piece of polit-
ical rhetoric from the 1990s.

Searching for Ecoterrorism

7

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

23
00

14
8X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000305542300148X


GREEN ANARCHISM

In his Unabomber communiqués, Kaczynski identified
as an anarchist, without prefixes or adjectives. As he
explained in his April 1995 letter to The New York
Times, “We call ourselves anarchists because we would
like, ideally, to break down all society into very small,
completely autonomous units” (Kaczynski 1995b, 1).
This emphasis on autonomy and decentralization, com-
bined with the ideal of “wild nature,” evokes green
anarchism or anarcho-primitivism (Kallenborn and
Bleek 2020, 363–4; Woodhouse 2014, 11–2). Indeed,
some green anarchists initially saw the Unabomber as
one of their own. John Zerzan, an influential anarcho-
primitivist based in Eugene, Oregon, became one of
Kaczynski’s staunchest defenders and closest confidants
(Noble 1995; Zerzan 1995).5
Placed in the category of anarchism, Kaczynski’s

violence is somewhat more legible. Although most
contemporary anarchists reject violence, anarchists
were notorious for using bombs to assassinate people
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
The Unabomber campaign looks like a revival of “pro-
paganda by the deed.”As Taylor (2003, 181) says, “the
anarchist movement provides more fertile ground for
violent tactics than those who identify chiefly with
radical environmentalism.” However, he adds, green
anarchists appear unwilling to go beyond “sporadic
arson and small-scale (non-lethal) violence in street
battles with the police” (Taylor 2003, 181). While some
green anarchists supported Kaczynski as a political
prisoner, they had serious reservations about his vio-
lence. Zerzan’s (1995) criticism of the Unabomber
summed up a common sentiment in the movement:
“the mailing of explosive devices intended for the
agents who are engineering the present catastrophe is
too random. Children, mail carriers and others could
easily be killed. Even if one granted the legitimacy of
striking at the high-tech horror show by terrorizing its
indispensable architects, collateral harm is not
justifiable.” Kaczynski’s bombing campaign was
uncharacteristic of green anarchists. As with radical
environmentalism, this difference in tactics is a sign of
deeper ideological differences.
Kaczynski’s intellectual links to anarchism are even

weaker than his links to radical environmentalism. He
does not appear to have read any of themajor figures in
the anarchist tradition, such as Pierre-Joseph Prou-
dhon, Mikhail Bakunin, Peter Kropotkin, Rosa Lux-
emburg, Emma Goldman, Alfredo Bonanno, and
Errico Malatesta. Kaczynski had not even heard of
Zerzan until after his arrest (Kaczynski 2001a). Only
one recognizable (albeit atypical) anarchist appears
prominently in Kaczynski’s paper trail: Jacques Ellul,
a French sociologist who is often labeled a Christian
anarchist. Kaczynski borrowed or adapted many of his

ideas from Ellul (Corey 2000; Fleming 2022). But
Kaczynski had not read any of Ellul’s books on anar-
chism by the time he wrote his manifesto—only Ellul’s
books on technology, propaganda, and revolution
(Kaczynski 2001a). Kaczynski’s self-identification as
an anarchist likely had a literary inspiration. He iden-
tified with the anarchist characters in his favorite novel,
Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent, apparently without
realizing that Conrad was satirizing anarchism (Foster
1998; Guimond and Kearney Maynard 1999). Wher-
ever he found the anarchist label, Kaczynski’s links to
the anarchist tradition are tenuous, as he admitted in
his June 1995 letter to The New York Times: “We
decided to call ourselves anarchists not in order to
associate ourselves with any particular anarchist group
or movement but only because we felt we needed some
label to apply to ourselves and ‘anarchist’ was the only
one that seemed to fit” (Kaczynski 1995c, 2).

Yet, the morphological “fit” between Kaczynski’s
ideology and anarchism is fairly superficial. Kaczynski
shared anarchists’ disdain for “large organizations,”
such as states and corporations, and their preference
for a society of “small groups” (Kaczynski 1995a, 215).
He believed, as many green anarchists do, that life in
“primitive” societies was more authentic and fulfilling
than modern life (Kaczynski 1995a, 75). But beneath
these general points of convergence are much more
fundamental differences.

First,Kaczynski did not use the conceptual vocabulary
of anarchism. The key terms in the anarchist lexicon,
such as “mutual aid,” “oppression,” “domination,”
“exploitation,” and “solidarity,” are strikingly absent
from his writings. Only one of his signature concepts
has a rough equivalent in anarchist discourse. Kaczyns-
ki’s concept of “oversocialization,” like the anarcho-
primitivist concept of “domestication,” denotes a condi-
tion in which authentic human nature has been socially
suppressed. His other two signature concepts—“the
power process” and “surrogate activity”—have no par-
allels in the anarchist vocabulary.

Second, whereas equality stands at the core of anar-
chism, it is not even part of the periphery of Kaczynski’s
ideology. He discussed issues of inequality and social
injustice in hismanifesto only tomock and dismiss them
as “leftist” and “reformist” (Kaczynski 1995a, 6–32,
213–30). Further, the vanguardist revolution that Kac-
zynski proposed, led by “a small core of deeply com-
mitted people” (Kaczynski 1995a, 189), stands in stark
tension with the egalitarian, participatory ethos of
anarchism. The Editors of Green Anarchist (1996, 27)
describedKaczynski’s theory of revolution as “unpleas-
antly elitist.” Other anarchists went further, condemn-
ing it as “authoritarian” (e.g., Moore 1998; Starcross
1998; Primal Rage 2002). As an anarchist named “Iain”
(1999/2000, 76) argued inAnarchy: A Journal of Desire
Armed, Kaczynski’s plan to overthrow the technologi-
cal system “may be revolutionary, but it is not
anarchism.”

Third, Kaczynski defined his enemy much more
narrowly than green anarchists do. His goal was to
destroy “the industrial-technological system,” under-
stood as an interconnected assemblage ofmachines and

5 Kaczynski’s relationship with Zerzan was complicated, and I cannot
adequately summarize it here. Kaczynski’s correspondence with
Zerzan is available in theLabadieCollection, University ofMichigan,
Boxes 14 and 15.
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techniques (Kaczynski 1995a, 121–4). As expansive as
Kaczynski’s concept of “the system” is—encompassing
everything from computers and refrigerators to tech-
niques of advertising and management—green anar-
chists’ concept of “civilization” is even broader. For
them, technology is only one facet of “civilization”;
equally important are racism, sexism, colonialism, and
a multitude of other forms of domination (Faun 1997;
Zerzan 1994). Kaczynski fell out with green anarchists
mainly because of a rift about these “leftist” issues. “If
you think that women’s issues, black people’s issues,
gay rights, animal rights, etc., etc., etc., etc., etc. are
more important than getting rid of the technosystem,”
Kaczynski (2001b, 3) chided Zerzan, “then I suggest
you confine your attention to those issues and leave the
technology problem to the people who are serious
about it.” Zerzan countered that “there needs always
to be a fundamental criticism of any single-issue-ism,”
emphasizing “the inter-relatedness of oppressions/
issues” (Zerzan 2003, 1, emphasis in original). Simi-
larly, Starcross (1998, 15) argued in Green Anarchist
that Kaczynski’s actions “are ultimately worthless”
because they “result from a partial critique of power.”
Although Kaczynski was definitely a primitivist, he

was never an anarcho-primitivist.6 He eventually came
to regret that he had called himself an anarchist: “I am
not pleased to see ISAIF [Industrial Society and Its
Future] associated with anarchism. When I wrote
ISAIF I adopted an anarchist identity because I
thought it would be helpful to pin some sort of recog-
nized political identity on ISAIF. That was a big, big
mistake!” “At the time,” he added, he “knew very little
about anarchism as a political movement” (Kaczynski
2012, 1–2, emphasis in original; see also Kaczynski
1995c). Many anarchists, for their part, have come to
see Kaczynski as a reactionary. Summing up a common
sentiment in the movement, the Detroit-based anar-
chist newspaper, Fifth Estate, condemned Kaczynski’s
“fascistic comments” about the left and his “racist,
macho writings” (Fifth Estate Collective 2016).

RIGHT-WING ECOLOGISM

Given his antipathy toward the left and his call for a
return to nature, Kaczynski can plausibly be read as a
right-wing ecologist, if not a bona fide ecofascist
(Rueda 2020). He has had a significant influence on
the far right, especially its “green” factions (Hughes,
Jones, and Amarasingam 2022; Macklin 2022). Pentti
Linkola, one of the most influential ecofascists, has
praised Kaczynski’s “planned, thoughtful model for
an alternative society” (Linkola 2011, 159).
Placed within the category of right-wing ecology,

Kaczynski’s use of lethal violence no longer appears
exceptional. “The only thing that is effective, which
weakens and shocks the current order bent on world
destruction, is extreme violence,” Linkola (2011, 170)

infamously declared. Self-described ecofascists
have recently carried out several deadly attacks, includ-
ing the 2019 mosque shooting in Christchurch,
New Zealand, the 2019 Walmart shooting in El Paso,
Texas, and the 2022 supermarket shooting in Buffalo,
New York (Amend 2020; Moore and Roberts 2022).

Staudenmaier (2021) has developed the most sophis-
ticated right-green interpretation of Kaczynski. He
places the Unabomber manifesto in the context of
“anti-industrial and proto-ecological thinking on the
German right” (Staudenmaier 2021, 52). Following
conservative thinkers such as Ludwig Klages, Oswald
Spengler, and Friedrich Georg Jünger, Staudenmaier
argues, Kaczynski belongs to the tradition of “right-
wing Kulturkritik and Zivilisationskritik, the reaction-
ary critique of civilization as such” (Staudenmaier 2021,
53). If he was not quite an ecofascist, he was nonethe-
less a figure of right-wing ecology.

As an account of Kaczynski’s intellectual influences,
this right-green reading is speculative. There is no
evidence that Kaczynski read, or was even aware of,
Klages, Spengler, or Jünger. (He was aware of Martin
Heidegger—the most famous figure of the proto-
ecological German right—but detested him. Kaczynski
reportedly became incensed when his brother, David,
“became a convert” to Heidegger [Chase 2004, 107]).
As Staudenmaier (2021, 69) admits, the affinities that
he identifies “are not a matter of direct ideological
influence; there is little indication that Kaczynski was
familiar with this literature.” But identifying concep-
tual parallels will have to suffice, Staudenmaier (2021,
50) says, because “we have little direct information
about what Kaczynski may have read.” In fact, there
is a wealth of direct information about what Kaczynski
read, spanning over 50 years. The archival record does
not show any discernable links between Kaczynski and
the proto-ecological German right, let alone direct lines
of intellectual influence. His critique of technology is
derived mainly from the French sociologist Jacques
Ellul—an avowed figure of the left, who counted Marx
as one of his main influences. Kaczynski found his
rugged understandings of human nature and freedom
not in conservative political thought, but in popular
science. His ideas of “the power process” and “surro-
gate activity” are derived from the British zoologist
Desmond Morris and the American psychologist Mar-
tin Seligman, while his idea of “oversocialization”
appears to be borrowed from the French biologist
René Dubos (Fleming 2022). What is striking about
Kaczynski is how little he seemed to know or care about
the vast and influential German tradition of technolog-
ical critique.

As an account of Kaczynski’s ideological morphol-
ogy, the right-green interpretation does not fare much
better. Right-wing ecologists are drawn to him because
of some obvious points of affinity: reverence for nature,
opposition to modern technology, and disdain for the
left. However, Kaczynski’s ideology lacks two of the
core features of the right-wing ecology.

First, and most importantly, Kaczynski rejected the
ideas of racial supremacy and national solidarity that lie
at the heart of right-wing ecology. Spengler’s (1932,

6 I have suggested elsewhere that “bioprimitivism” is an apt label for
Kaczynski’s ideology (Fleming 2022).
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101–2) worry about modern technology was that “the
colored races” would use it to overturn the dominance
of “the white races,” as Japan did in the 1904–1905
Russo-Japanese War. “Instead of keeping strictly to
itself the technical knowledge that constituted their
greatest asset,” he lamented, “the ‘white’ peoples com-
placently offered it to all the world.”

The unassailable privileges of the white races have been
thrown away, squandered, betrayed. The others have
caught up with their instructors. […] The innumerable
hands of the coloured races—at least as clever, and far
less exigent—will shatter the economic organization of the
whites at its foundations. (Spengler 1932, 101–2)

Kaczynski (1995a, 195) mocked such fears of foreign
domination, calling them “hysterical”: “Holy robots!
The world will fly off its orbit if the Japanese ever sell
more cars than we do!”He acknowledged that attempt-
ing to overthrow the technological system in the United
Statesmight allow “nasty, dictatorial nations likeChina,
Vietnam and North Korea,” with their technology
intact, to dominate America (Kaczynski 1995a, 195).
But this was of little concern to him because he saw little
difference between one form of technological society
and another. He even suggested that “an industrial
system controlled by dictators may be preferable,
because dictator-controlled systems usually have
proven inefficient; hence, they are presumably more
likely to break down”—“Look at Cuba” (Kaczynski
1995a, 195). “Nationalism is a great promoter of
technology,” Kaczynski (1995a, 195) warned, because
international competition and conflict drive technolog-
ical arms races.
Second, whereas population control is central to

right-wing ecology, Kaczynski saw overpopulation as
a peripheral concern or even a distraction from the
problem of technology. Since the Second World War,
Spengler’s (1932, 102) alarm about the “innumerable
hands of the colored races” has given way to more
cryptically racist forms of neo-Malthusianism. Ameri-
can ecologist and eugenicist Garrett Hardin (1974)
famously compared “rich nations” to “lifeboats,”which
would sink if too many people from “poor nations,”
with much higher birth rates, were allowed to come
aboard. Linkola (2011, 130) spelled out the implica-
tions of Hardin’s metaphor in graphic detail: “When
the lifeboat is full, those who hate life will try to pull
more people onto it, thus drowning everyone. Those
who love and respect life will instead grab an axe and
sever the hands clinging to the gunwales.” As far as
Linkola (2011, 170) was concerned, the “lifeboats”
were already over capacity, and their human loads
had to be “forcibly made lighter.” Kaczynski, on the
other hand, rejected neo-Malthusianism. Although he
“would rather see a world with only one-thousandth as
many people as it has now,” he saw “overpopulation
[as] only a symptom” of the technology problem
(Kaczynski 2009, 2). As he wrote in his manifesto,
“the most important problem is to get rid of the indus-
trial system, because once the industrial system is gone
the world’s population necessarily will decrease.” In

the meantime, he argued, “Revolutionaries should
have as many children as they can” (Kaczynski 1995a,
205). Further, Kaczynski pointed out that population
control and opposition to modern technology do not
necessarily go together: “there’s no reason why popu-
lation can’t be reduced even while modern technology
is retained. […] the overcrowding argument is less
likely to lead people to reject technology than to seek
more effective means of reducing the world’s
population” (Kaczynski 2011, 1). After all, China
implemented its one-child policy during a period of
unprecedented economic growth and technological
development. Kaczynski was wary of population con-
trol, because it provided a powerful impetus for med-
ical technology and techniques of social control.

Alarmed by the fact that many right-wing ecologists
have adopted him as an icon, Kaczynski (2020) wrote
an essay titled “Ecofascism: An Aberrant Branch of
Leftism.” There he condemned both “ordinary leftists”
and ecofascists for being “fixated on race” (Kaczynski
2020, 3). He emphasized that the anti-tech movement
“must make every effort to minimize divisions or dif-
ferences among races or ethnic groups,” and that
“racial and cultural blending must be promoted”
(Kaczynski 2020, 3, emphasis in original). His critique
of ecofascism parallels his critique of leftism. When he
wrote in his manifesto that “the single, overriding goal
must be the elimination of modern technology, and that
no other goal can be allowed to compete with this one”
(Kaczynski 1995a, 206), he deliberately cast a broad
net. Social justice activism was his prime illustration of
how other goals “distract attention and energy from the
main goal” (Kaczynski 1995a, 200), but he applied the
same principle to nationalism and racial supremacy.
“The goals of nationalism and ethno-nationalism are
the goals only of fools,” he admonished an anonymous
correspondent in 2018. “Such goals only distract atten-
tion from the one goal that is overwhelmingly more
important than all other goals put together”—namely,
“to get rid of the technological system before it gets rid
of us.” He added that he was “firmly opposed to any
notions of ethnic, racial, or gender ‘superiority’ or
‘inferiority,’” and that “any successful effort to get rid
of the technological system will have to span all races,
ethnic groups, genders, etc.” (Kaczynski 2018, 1–2). In
Kaczynski’s one-track mind, technology was the prob-
lem of the modern world, and everyone who failed to
recognize this—liberals, conservatives, anarchists, and
fascists alike—was to be swept into the same dustbin.

CONCLUSION

What, then, was Kaczynski’s relationship with environ-
mentalism? The null hypothesis—that there was no
relationship—does not stand up to the archival evi-
dence. However, Kaczynski defies the three eco-
ideological labels that are commonly applied to him.
His ideology displays only weakmorphological affinities
with radical environmentalism, green anarchism, and
right-wing ecologism, and it has only weak intellectual-
historical connections to the environmental tradition.
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With the lone exception of “wild nature,” none of his
core concepts or even peripheral concepts are derived
from environmentalist sources. Kaczynski’s ideology
might be considered a second or third cousin of envi-
ronmentalism, because it does have some common
intellectual lineage, but its conceptual structure and
motivating concerns are fundamentally different.
If Kaczynski was not an environmentalist, then what

was he? Although it is beyond the scope of this article
to provide a detailed answer to this question, I have
already gestured at an answer. One of the distinguish-
ing features of Kaczynski’s ideology is that it is
single-mindedly anti-technological. While many green
anarchists, ecofascists, and radical environmentalists
take anti-technological positions, they do so contin-
gently, as a consequence of other ideological commit-
ments. Green anarchists might be pro-technology if
they believed that new technologies were more condu-
cive to human equality and harmonious coexistence
with nature than to surveillance, social control, and
domination of nature. Ecofascists might be pro-
technology if they believed that technology could be
kept in the hands of their own nation and used for
selective population control. Radical environmentalists
might be pro-technology if they believed that green
technology could solve climate change and help to
preserve what remains of the wilderness. Indeed, some
anarchists, fascists, and environmentalists are pro-
technology. However, there is no simple permutation
of belief that would have made Kaczynski pro-
technology; this would have required a fundamental
change in his worldview. “It is conceivable,”Kaczynski
(1995a, 139) readily admitted, “that our environmental
problems (for example) may some day be settled
through a rational, comprehensive plan.”But he would
still have wanted to destroy the technological system,
because rational environmental management is anti-
thetical to “wildness” and “freedom.” This, in a nut-
shell, is what distinguishes Kaczynski’s anti-tech
radicalism from many varieties of environmentalism.
What is to be made of the Peaceful Environmentalist

Thesis? On the one hand, Kaczynski is not a credible
counterexample to the generalization that environmen-
talists do not use lethal violence. He is better under-
stood as an anti-tech terrorist than as an ecoterrorist.On
the other hand, Kaczynski highlights another class of
apparent counterexamples to the Peaceful Environ-
mentalist Thesis: ecofascists. It could be argued that
ecofascists are not genuine counterexamples, either. As
Christ (2021) points out, their motivations and modus
operandi appear to be more “fascist” than “eco”:
“Rather than attacking oil pipelines or hydroelectric
dams, self-professed ‘ecofascists’ like Tarrant [the
Christchurch shooter] attack the same kinds of people
and places as non-environmentalist right-wing
terrorists.”However, there is a danger here of commit-
ting the “no true Scotsman” fallacy. It is tempting to
defend the Peaceful Environmentalist Thesis by deny-
ing that alleged counterexamples represent “true” envi-
ronmentalism. If ecofascists are to be excluded from the
category of environmentalists, then this must be justi-
fied by morphological and genetic ideology analysis.

In any case, the Peaceful Environmentalist Thesis
should be carefully qualified. Based on the available
evidence, the most that can be said with confidence is
that many environmentalists have a strong aversion to
the use of violence against human beings. The com-
mitment to a harmonious, egalitarian understanding
of nature seems to be the crucial factor (Taylor 1998;
2003; 2004). As the case of the Unabomber shows, not
all nature-centered ideologies are inherently peaceful;
nor are they necessarily environmentalist. Darwinian
understandings of nature can easily be used to justify
and naturalize violence. Further, as Linkola (2011)
shows, even Deep Ecology can be interpreted in a
way that legitimizes violence. If the goal of preserving
maximum biodiversity is taken to be absolute, then
any number of individual organisms can be culled to
prevent the extinction of species (Ferré 1996; Lo
2001). By Linkola’s ruthless logic, the life of one
endangered owl is worth more than the lives of a
billion human beings. Although environmental activ-
ists have so far been reluctant to cross the line
between ecotage and ecoterrorism, it is possible, even
likely, that some environmentalists will resort to lethal
violence in the future. Whether the ethic of nonvio-
lence prevails in the environmental movement will
depend on which understandings of nature—cooper-
ative or competitive, Kropotkinite or Darwinian—
become more prevalent in the movement in years
to come.

In addition to its substantive contributions to the
study of political violence and political ideologies, this
article makes two methodological contributions. First,
it demonstrates how ideology analysis can complement
incident-based analysis of terrorists’ tactics and tenden-
cies. Quantitative studies of terrorism rely on qualita-
tive judgments about terrorists’ ideologies, and these
judgments are often made in impressionistic ways. The
Unabomber has thus been “coded” as an environmen-
talist, based on little more than popular perceptions
and cursory readings of his manifesto. As I have shown,
approaches to ideology analysis from political theory
can be used to categorize terrorists’ ideologies more
systematically.

The second methodological contribution of this arti-
cle is to demonstrate the promise of forensic ideology
analysis. In part, I have followed a path cut by intellec-
tual historians, who have long used archival evidence to
trace the origins of ideas. As I have shown, the same
kind of evidence is useful for analyzing the conceptual
structures of ideologies. The Unabomber case provides
an ideal testing-ground for forensic ideology analysis,
because Kaczynski has left an exceptionally long paper
trail that is full of “smoking guns.”An important lesson
from this case is that contextual analysis of ideas—the
interpretation of texts in historical context—is neces-
sary but insufficient. Contextual analysis is always nec-
essary, because even the hardest evidence requires
interpretation. But contextual analysis without hard
evidence is speculative. Although the radical environ-
mentalist, green anarchist, and right-wing ecologist
interpretations of Kaczynski all seem consistent with
the text of his manifesto and sensitive to the historical
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context, none of them stand up to the archival record.
Spurious claims about a writer’s ideological formation
or intellectual influences can easily sound plausible
when they are backed by terminological comparisons,
tied to the writer’s biography, and framed by broader
political and intellectual trends.Much of what historians
of political thought call “context” is what detectives
would call “highly circumstantial evidence.” Forensic
analysis aims to separate contextual interpretations that
are merely speculative from those that are supported by
hard evidence. The common claims about Kaczynski’s
relationship with environmentalism were never more
than hunches and half-truths, often asserted with an
excess of confidence, but they stood unchallenged for
two decades because the forensic evidence had not yet
been brought to light. The Unabomber case makes one
wonder how many spurious claims about other writers
—from Plato to Hobbes to Arendt and beyond—stand
unchallenged because the forensic evidence remains
buried or no longer exists.
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