Attorney General William Barr
U.S. Department of Justice
950 Pennsylvania Ave., NW
Washington D.C. 20530
December 13, 2020
Attorney General Barr:
The Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law writes to express serious concern
regarding attacks carried out by the Proud Boys and others on Black churches, pedestrians, and
others in Washington, D.C. on December 12, 2020. The Proud Boys are a western-chauvinist
group with ties to white nationalism1 and whose members regularly engage in violence,2
including in Charlottesville, Virginia Portland, Oregon and Washington, D.C. Their acts raise
serious concerns under various federal laws, including the Church Arson Prevention Act. We call
on the U.S. Department of Justice to immediately launch a thorough investigation into these
attacks and act to ensure that all Americans are free to engage in their religious practices and
First Amendment rights without fear of race-based violence. The actions of the Proud Boys
mirror the cross-burnings and other acts of terror perpetrated by the Ku Klux Klan in the era of
Jim Crow and must be responded to with all due speed and consequence.
The Lawyers’ Committee is a nonprofit organization formed in 1963 at the request of President
John F. Kennedy to enlist the private bar’s leadership and resources in combating racial
discrimination and the resulting inequality of opportunity. The Lawyers’ Committee’s principal
mission is to secure equal justice for all through the rule of law, targeting in particular the
inequities confronting Black Americans and other racial and ethnic minorities.
Based on information that we have received, last night hundreds of Proud Boy members, many
in Proud Boy colors (yellow and black) took to the streets of DC attacking counter protesters
and passersby.3 Many of the Proud Boy members also wore helmets and bullet proof vests, and
marched in military type rows. Clashes were reported near Black Lives Matter Plaza, Franklin
Square, Harry's Bar, and other locations around downtown.4
In addition to clashing with counter-protesters and passersby, the Proud Boys ripped Black Lives
Matter (BLM) banners from at least two historically Black churches in the downtown D.C. area,
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including the Metropolitan African Methodist Episcopal Church and Asbury United Methodist
Church. Both banners were then destroyed – the African Methodist Episcopal Church BLM
banner being stomped on, kicked, and torn,5 while the Asbury United BLM banner was burnt, as
Proud Boys surrounded it, poured accelerant on the flames, and cheered.6
Unfortunately, this type of attack on Black religious institutions is not new and has a long
history. Arsons, attempted arsons and destruction of church property targeting Black churches
occurred throughout the 19th and 20th century and still occur with frightening frequency today.
Just last year, a Louisiana man burnt three Black churches, before being arrested and prosecuted
under federal law.7 As has been documented, the perpetrators of these attacks are generally white
men, driven by racism.8
These attacks raise serious concerns under a host of federal laws, including the Church Arson
Prevention Act of 1996. In passing the Church Arson Prevention Act, Congress found that arson
or other vandalism targeting places of religious worship, poses a “serious national problem.” The
Act made federal criminal code prohibitions against, and penalties for, damaging religious
property or obstructing any person’s free exercise of religious beliefs where the offense affects
interstate commerce. In addition, the act prohibits intentionally defacing, damaging, or
destroying religious real property (or attempting to do so) because of the race, color, or ethnic
characteristics of any individual associated with such property.9
The U.S. Department of Justice must take immediate action to investigate these attacks and
ensure that all Americans are free to express their First Amendment rights and right to practice
their religion without fear of race-based violence.
Sincerely,

Kristen Clarke
President and Executive Director
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law
Washington, D.C.
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