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Right-Wing Extremism and 
Terrorism in Europe
Current Developments and Issues for 
the Future

BY DANIEL KOEHLER

Europe has experienced a revival of militant right-wing extremist groups, networks, and 

incidents in recent years, with a surge of anti-immigration and Islamophobic violence, as 

well as anti-government attacks and assaults on political opponents, ethnic minorities, 

and homosexuals. Although not as significant as in Europe, the United States has also seen an 

upsurge in political violence considered to be “right-wing extremist” in nature (for example, white 

supremacist, neo-Nazi, racist, or anti-government sovereign citizen). For the international audi-

ence, only a few of these incidents gained broad media attention; right-wing extremist attacks are 

seen mostly as isolated events when compared with other attacks, such as those by Islamist 

extremist terrorists. In Germany, a right-wing terrorist group calling itself the National Socialist 

Underground was discovered in 2011. Despite having assassinated at least 10 people and com-

mitted 2 bombings over the course of almost 14 years, it had gone undetected. That same year, 

Anders Behring Breivik killed 77 people in a bomb attack in Oslo and a mass shooting in Utøya, 

Norway. In the United States, white supremacist Michael Page shot and killed six people and 

wounded four others in an attack against a Wisconsin Sikh temple in August 2012. Only one day 

after Charles Kurzman had argued in the New York Times that right-wing terrorism might be the 

most severe security threat in the United States, Dylann Roof killed nine people in his shooting 

rampage at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina, on 

June 17, 2015.1 Similar events have been recorded in many Western European countries, as well 

as in Russia and Eastern Europe. However, the public debate has not ascribed the same level of 
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importance to the threat from the extreme 

right as it has regularly with Islamist extrem-

ism. 

Nevertheless, statistics clearly show the 

significant risk posed by violent right-wing 

extremists in Western countries. In the United 

States, for example, the Combating Terrorism 

Center’s Arie Perliger counted 4,420 violent 

incidents perpetrated by right-wing extremists 

between 1990 and 2012, causing 670 fatalities 

and 3,053 injured persons.2 After three peaks 

in 2001, 2004, and 2008, with each wave sur-

passing the previous one, the general trend is 

again upwards.3 Professor Christopher Hewitt’s 

valuable studies about terrorism in the United 

States also show that “white racist/rightist” ter-

rorism accounts for 31.2 percent of the inci-

dents and 51.6 percent of terrorism-related 

fatalities between 1954 and 2000, making it 

the number one threat ahead of “revolutionary 

left-wing” or “black militant” terrorism.4 In 

both the United States and Canada, a wide-

spread lack of coherent analysis about the 

threat posed by extreme right-wing militants 

stands in stark contrast to the level of concern 

about such individuals expressed by police 

officials and other law enforcement agencies.5 

As a means of comparison, Islamist and right-

wing extremists have caused 45 and 48 casual-

ties in the United States, respectively, since the 

September 11, 2001 attacks.6 

In Europe, academic and official statis-

tics—including the University of Bergen’s 

Terrorism in Western Europe: Events Data 

(TWEED) and Europol’s annual European 

Union Terrorism Situation and Trend Report 

(TE-SAT)—show a number of right-wing 

attacks since World War II.7  TWEED registered 

648 right-wing terrorist attacks between 1950 

and 2004 (approximately 6 percent of a total 

of 10,239 attacks), while TE-SAT registered 

nine such attacks between 2006 and 2013, 

though only two were in Western Europe. 

TWEED also reveals three main waves of 

attacks: France in the early 1960s, Italy in the 

1970s, and Germany in the early 1990s. These 

three nations also dominate the aggregate 

country share of casualties.8

Regarding the TE-SAT statistics, it is impor-

tant to note that the national definitions and 

selection criteria vary significantly and that the 

vast majority of violent crimes committed by 

individuals or groups motivated by an extreme 

right-wing agenda are not categorized as ter-

rorism by Europol, based on the national legal 

frameworks. Although all available national 

and international statistics in Europe and 

North America show increasing trends in 

extreme right-wing violence/terrorism, the 

basic phenomenon is by no means new: both 

Europe and the United States have experienced 

significant extreme right-wing attacks and 

waves of violence during the past several 

decades.

Despite this, only a very small number of 

academic studies have thus far focused on this 

form of political violence9, which has created 

a dangerous level of ignorance and a worrying 

lack of expertise regarding the threat assess-

ment of the far-right.10 This article will provide 

an introduction to the current situation regard-

ing right-wing violence in Western Europe, 

with a focus on its tactical and strategic 

aspects, and review related implications for 

security in Europe and the United States. This 

article argues that this specific form of political 

violence bears a number of unique character-

istics that make it harder for security agencies 

to detect and appropriately react to, especially 

because the comparison with Islamist extrem-

ism has created political and tactical biases 

that hinder the adaptations needed to address 
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this threat. An in-depth case study of Germany 

is provided to illustrate what that threat could 

look like and to reveal the potentially devastat-

ing consequences for a nation’s security that 

may result. It is necessary, however, to see this 

form of organized violence in the context of 

the wider far-right movement in Europe, and 

the West, as right-wing groups typically are 

very well connected across borders, display sig-

nificant collective learning, and to some extent 

see each other as inspiration for their own tac-

tics and modes of operation.11 As only a brief 

overview is within the scope of this article, 

another goal is to raise awareness about the 

lack of knowledge and understanding regard-

ing extreme right-wing violence, which poses 

a severe threat to internal security in many 

Western countries. 

The Far-Right: Interplay of International 
and National Affairs

Throughout the last decade, Europe has seen a 

major surge of electoral successes for national-

ist and far-right parties.12 Currently, 39 

European countries have nationalist and 

extreme right-wing parties represented in their 

parliaments (excluding Turkey and Russia). 

While in many cases these parties have gained 

only minor influence or nominal representa-

tion, they have seen major—and unexpected—

successes in a number of other countries, 

including France (National Front), Sweden 

(Sweden Democrats), Greece (Golden Dawn), 

Poland (Law and Justice), the Netherlands 

(Party for Freedom), and Denmark (Danish 

People’s Party). It is especially noteworthy that 

far-right parties seem to have gained strong 

support as a result of the ongoing refugee crisis 

as well as Islamist-motivated terrorist attacks. 

These external events directed against a specific 

country have been shown to increase electoral 

support for extreme right-wing parties and 

may be linked to peaks of right-wing terrorism 

and violence.13 Bold and rhetorically violent 

anti-immigration and Euro-skeptic platforms 

of right-wing parties arguably might also 

increase support for more violent actions by 

small clandestine groups. After the Paris terror 

attacks of January 7 and November 13, 2015, 

the extreme right-wing party the National 

Front scored the highest results in local French 

elections, winning approximately 30 percent 

of the national vote in December 2015 (com-

pared with 11 percent in the 2010 election).14 

Although it was ultimately defeated in the final 

round of voting, this defeat did not denote a 

decrease in voter support. Rather, it was merely 

a result of the tactics employed by the opposi-

tion parties, which utilized special characteris-

tics of the French electoral system. After the 

9/11 attacks, anti-Muslim hate crimes and 

right-wing terrorism (it should be noted the 

relationship between the two is heavily 

debated) jumped 1,600 percent in the United 

States.15 Following the London bombings in 

July 2005, police reported a six-fold increase 

in the rate of right-wing violence against 

Muslims. In the aftermath of the Charlie 

Hebdo attacks in January 2015, similar inci-

dents rose by 281 percent in France.16

As such, possible links and supportive col-

laboration, if not outright institutionalized 

cooperation, between clandestine or extra-

parliamentary groups and established political 

parties from the right-wing spectrum must be 

taken into account when considering right-

wing terrorism and political violence. Though 

a highly under-researched topic, a few studies 

have looked at this intersection and found 

mixed results. For example, while Paul 

Wilkinson,  the former director  of  the 

University of St. Andrews’ Centre for the Study 
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of Terrorism and Political Violence, found no 

clear correlation between electoral results of 

extreme right-wing political parties and vio-

lence from small right-wing groups, he did 

affirm that the ambivalent standpoint of far-

right parties toward violence, as well as their 

racist and xenophobic propaganda, were con-

ducive to right-wing terrorism.17 In other 

words, right-wing parties and movements do 

have an influence on levels of everyday and 

general xenophobia and racism that are, in 

turn, intensified and made explicit in smaller, 

more extremist groups.18 In addition, more 

nuanced studies showed a significant rise in 

right-wing-motivated arson attacks following 

verbal shifts in the mainstream political debate 

toward more xenophobic language.19 While 

not the focus of this article, it is reasonable to 

deduce from the existing research that right-

wing terrorism and violence cannot be com-

pletely separated from far-right parties and 

mass movements, although the specific rela-

tionships between the two remain unclear. 

Decades of Right-Wing Extremism in the 
West

Right-wing extremism has motivated some of 

the deadliest acts of domestic terrorism in a 

number of Western countries. The following 

examples represent only a very small selection 

of more widely known attacks committed by 

far-right extremists in recent decades. In 

August 1980, two members of a splinter cell of 

the Italian right-wing terrorist group New 

Order bombed the Bologna train station, kill-

ing 85 and wounding more than 200.20 That 

same year, the deadliest terrorist attack in post-

World War II Germany—the bombing of the 

Munich Oktoberfest by at least one neo-

Nazi—left 13 people dead and another 2,011 

wounded.21 Another devastating attack was 

carried out on April 19, 1995 by Timothy 

McVeigh and two accomplices, who used a car 

bomb to attack the Alfred P. Murrah Federal 

Building in Oklahoma City. Planned by 

McVeigh, who was inspired by the right-wing 

extremist novel The Turner Diaries, the bomb-

ing killed 168 and wounded more than 600.22 

It is one of the deadliest terrorist attacks in the 

history of the United States. 

In 2009, Ian Davison, a British neo-Nazi 

and white supremacist, and his son were 

arrested for planning chemical weapons 

attacks using homemade ricin as part of the 

right-wing terrorist organization Aryan Strike 

Force.23 Authorities uncovered the plot, and 

Davison was sentenced to 10 years in prison. 

He is currently the only British citizen arrested 

for and convicted of manufacturing a chemical 

weapon. Two years later, on July 22, 2011, 

Anders Behring Breivik, a right-wing extremist, 

detonated a car bomb in Oslo city center, kill-

ing 8, and then drove to the island of Utøya to 

continue his attack, killing a further 69 people, 

many of them children, in a mass shooting.24 

Seventy-seven people in total were killed dur-

ing the rampage. Prior to carrying out the 

attack, Breivik had published a manifesto that 

laid out his ideology, which was based on 

Christian fundamentalism and cultural racism.

These examples demonstrate that the West 

has a long history of violent acts perpetrated 

by extreme right-wing actors. Since 2012, the 

refugee crisis across Europe has contributed to 

an upsurge in support for right-wing parties 

and violent networks. Xenophobic and anti-

immigration crimes and social movements 

have increased in almost all European coun-

tries. Thus a major question for researchers, 

policymakers, and law enforcement personnel 

in Europe and North America is whether 

extreme right-wing terrorism and violence 
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display unique tactical or strategic characteris-

tics that make it harder to detect and counter. 

The Nature of Right-Wing Violence and 
Terrorism

Defining the Threat

One problematic issue connected to identify-

ing and adequately classifying right-wing ter-

rorism is the lack of clarity among the different 

concepts used to describe this form of political 

violence. In fact, many incidents of right-wing 

terrorism have been analyzed under the con-

cept of “hate crime,”25 which does share a 

number of similar characteristics with terror-

ism.26 A hate crime—defined as “a criminal act 

that is motivated by a bias toward the victim 

or victims real or perceived identity group”27—

can include, for example, the desire to “terror-

ize a broader group”28 or to create a specific 

intimidation, including through hate speech, 

which has been described as simply another 

manifestation of terrorism.29 The similarities 

between hate crimes and terrorism have led 

some scholars to call the former a “close 

cousin” of terrorism because “the target of an 

offense is selected because of his or her group 

identity, not because of his or her individual 

behaviour, and because the effect of both is to 

wreak terror on a greater number of people 

than those directly affected by violence.”30 

Other scholars have disagreed, however, and 

argued that the two are in fact distinct forms 

of violence more akin to “distant relatives” 

than close cousins based on key differences 

such as the lack of planning and the spontane-

ous character of hate crimes, the downward 

nature of hate crimes (minority group as tar-

get), and the lack of publicity.31 Reviewing the 

similarities and differences between hate 

crimes and terrorism, Mills et al. maintain that 

“hate crimes attack society at large by attacking 

its norms, targeting dearly held values of 

equality, liberty, and basic human rights.”32 

Such a conception of hate crimes aligns them 

with the “upward” nature of terrorism, refuting 

claims that hate crimes are only a “downward 

crime.” Not attempting to solve this concep-

tual debate here, it is still reasonable to assume 

that there is a relationship between “hate 

crimes” and “terrorism,” both in their effects 

(that is, creating fear) and in the way their per-

petrators operate. It is also reasonable to 

assume that the step from committing hate 

crimes to committing terrorism is much 

smaller and easier to take than that from “ordi-

nary crime” (or no criminal activity) to terror-

ism. Hate crimes seem to provide a bridge and 

an ideological testing phase for catalyzing 

potential motivations for violent action (for 

example, hate, fear, aggression, power) with 

the ideological call to act. 

Case Studies

In order to assess the tactical and strategic 

dimensions of right-wing political violence 

and terrorism, it is critical to find a suitable 

empirical database. Those countries with the 

largest and most violent right-wing move-

ments, in addition to having adequate statis-

tics and a minimum of good quality research, 

are the United States, Germany, and Russia. 

Without the need to recapitulate the history 

and structure of the violent extreme right-wing 

movements in these countries, this section 

focuses on some key strategic lessons learned 

for policymakers and law enforcement person-

nel regarding the character of right-wing ter-

roristic violence.33 
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United States

Numerous high-quality assessments have been 

possible in recent years as a result of detailed 

databases on domestic extremism and terror-

ism compiled from a variety of projects. These 

include the Terrorism and Extremist Violence 

in the United States (TEVUS) database at the 

National Consortium for the Study of 

Terrorism and the Responses to Terrorism 

(START); the Global Terrorism Database 

(GTD); the U.S. Extremist Crime Database 

(ECDB); the American Terrorism Study (ATS); 

and the Profiles of Perpetrators of Terrorism in 

the United States (PPT-US) database. 

One of the core findings regarding the 

characteristics of right-wing violence based on 

the U.S. sample is that the extreme right has 

not just developed strategic concepts based on 

small-unit or lone-actor tactics (for example, 

“leaderless resistance”), but has also shown a 

strong use of these tactics in practice. Whether 

or not this is due to a lack of organizational 

skills,34 many studies have shown that lone-

actor terrorism is the most prominent tactic for 

the American extreme right. Perliger’s dataset, 

for example, shows that 54 percent of 4,420 

incidents between 1990 and 2012 were com-

mitted by single perpetrators and 20 percent 

by 2-person groups.35 The Southern Poverty 

Law Center, examining 63 incidents between 

April 2009 and February 2015, found that 74 

percent of the attacks were carried out by lone-

actors.36 In analyzing 198 lone-actor attacks, 

sociologist Ramón Spaaij found that right-

wing actors constituted the second-largest cat-

egory (17 percent), following only attacks in 

which the perpetrator’s ideological conviction 

remains unknown.37 A similar study of 119 

lone-actors found that 34 percent had an 

extreme right-wing background; a subsequent, 

more detailed analysis of 111 European and 

American lone-actor terrorists showed that 

right-wing attackers represented the largest 

group (39 percent), ahead of even al Qaeda-

inspired perpetrators (34 percent).38 

It thus appears that, although far from 

exclusively right-wing, lone-actor terrorism is 

a highly preferred tactic of right-wing violence. 

A number of studies have looked at the special 

characteristics of far-right lone-actor attacks 

and homicides, both in relation to non-right-

wing homicides39 and to organized right-wing 

extremist groups.40 In the first case, the major 

findings reveal that far-right lone-actor attacks 

have significantly decreased since the early 

2000s (with a total of 96 homicides between 

1990 and 2008), have been perpetrated by 

individuals much more likely to display men-

tal health issues (40 percent), and targeted 

mostly strangers.41 Lone-actors also seem to 

target government and military installations 

more frequently and are older on average than 

other domestic extremists who are part of an 

organized group.42 Compared with other lone-

actor terrorists (Islamist extremist or single 

issue), right-wing terrorists are significantly 

more likely to have previous military experi-

ence, work in construction, and interact face to 

face with a wider network, and are less likely 

to receive help or be part of any command and 

control structure.43 

These studies of lone-actors have revealed 

profiles of right-wing extremists that are seem-

ingly detached (but not uninfluenced) by 

right-wing groups, perhaps because of mental 

health issues and a tendency to focus on gov-

ernment-related targets, both of which would 

increase the risks of detection and interference 

by government authorities for organized right-

wing groups.44 This picture, however, does not 

fit into a conscious strategy of “leaderless resis-

tance” by the far-right; rather, it is more likely 



RIGHT-WING EXTREMISM AND TERRORISM IN EUROPE

PRISM 6, no. 2 FEATURES  | 91

a concept designed to fit a certain type of activ-

ist who would act alone anyway and to label 

the occurring violence as part of a “master 

plan.” 

Russia 

One key lesson learned from the Russian case 

is how the government’s weak response to the 

rise of more militant right-wing groups in the 

early 2000s provided political opportunities 

for formal organizations to interact and join 

forces with violent skinhead groups and local 

community-based movements.45 As in other 

countries, the Russian far-right is not homog-

enous, and consists of many different groups 

and styles. According to Martin Laryš and 

Mirslav Mareš, the most important of these are 

unorganized individuals, short-term local 

mass movements evolving around ethnic con-

flicts, violent youth gangs, and uniformed 

paramilitary structures (including terrorist 

groups).46 These groups appear to be united by 

their common use of Russian nationalism and 

imperialism. One particularly worrying trend 

is the potential for large numbers of Russian 

military veterans with combat experience in 

Chechnya, Ukraine, or Georgia to be incorpo-

rated into highly militant right-wing under-

ground cells. 

Research on the Russian extreme right has 

provided valuable insights into different types 

of right-wing crimes and group structures, such 

as ad hoc hate crimes, large-scale mass 

pogroms organized by right-wing organiza-

tions around individual conflicts, and orga-

nized violence (including paramilitary 

branches of existing extremist organizations, 

violent street gangs, terrorist groups).47 

Terrorist incidents—such as the bomb attack 

on the Cherkizovsky Market in Moscow in 

2006, the attempted bombing of a McDonald’s 

restaurant in 2005, attacks on police stations 

and railways, or the live broadcast of execu-

tions—show the escalation of violence and the 

radicalization process of the Russian far-right, 

which can be compared with the situation in 

Germany since 2011.48 It is worth noting that 

strategic concepts behind these acts of violence 

have been framed as “counter-state terror” 

with the goal “to destabilise the state system 

and to induce panic in society, which accord-

ing to theorists of counter-state terror, will lead 

to a neo-Nazi revolution.”49 This approach is 

similar to what has been called a “strategy of 

tension” used by Italian, Belgian, and German 

right-wing terrorists.50

Germany 

The Federal Office for the Protection of the 

C o n s t i t u t i o n  ( B u n d e s a m t  f ü r 

Verfassungsschutz [BfV]), the German domes-

tic intelligence service, estimated that there 

were 21,000 far-right extremist activists in 

2014, including approximately 7,200 from the 

subcultural milieu (for example, “skinheads”), 

5,600 neo-Nazis, and an estimated 6,850 

members of far-right parties.51 Of these 21,000 

extremists, German authorities regard a full 50 

percent (10,500) as “violence oriented,” mean-

ing they are prepared to use violence to 

advance their political goals.52 Although the 

number of activists has decreased slightly over 

the last few years—from an estimated 22,150 

in 2012—the number of right wing-motivated 

crimes certainly has not. In 2014, German 

authorities counted 1,029 violent hate crimes 

(“right-wing politically motivated”), including 

more than 900 cases of criminal assault, an 

increase of 22.9 percent and 23.3 percent, 

respectively, from the previous year.53 This 

surge occurred even before 2015, when the 

largest numbers of refugees arrived in 
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Germany. In 2014, 26 violent attacks on 

mosques were perpetrated by right-wing 

extremists—a number dwarfed by the explo-

sive increase in violent right-wing attacks 

against refugee homes in recent years.54 While 

authorities counted 58 of these incidents in 

201355, right-wing extremists attacked refugee 

homes 175 times in 2014. In 2015, the Federal 

Criminal Police (Bundeskriminalamt [BKA]) 

counted 901 violent acts against refugee shel-

ters by individuals with a right-wing back-

ground, out of 1,005 total attacks.56 Ninety-

four of these attacks were arson, compared 

with just six arson attacks in 2014. This 

increase reflects a strong radicalization within 

the German far-right, especially in regard to 

the open use of violence, resembling the wave 

of arson attacks against refugee homes in the 

early 1990s following German reunification. 

 Although the German far-right movement 

historically has been extremely violent—offi-

cially, 69 right-wing attacks between 1990 and 

2015 caused 75 casualties, though civil society 

watchdogs counted up to 184 deaths—this 

widespread use of non-clandestine political 

violence can be seen as extraordinary.57 

Currently, there are no extensive and detailed 

statistics regarding the level of right-wing 

extremist violence and terrorism directed 

against Muslim persons or institutions, but the 

rise of the new European “Counter-Jihad” 

Movement (ECJM) is indicative of the growing 

importance of Islamophobic violence perpe-

trated by the extreme right.58 Based on cultural 

nationalism, ECJM has identified Islam and 

Muslim immigration as major threats to 

Europe.59 In recent years, a number of right-

wing terrorist cells that had planned to attack 

mosques, Salafist preachers, and refugee shel-

ters have been detected in Germany. 

A recent project to build a database on 

right-wing terrorism and strategic political vio-

lence has produced a number of important 

insights about the characteristics of German 

far-right terrorists since 1963.60 Analysis of 

qualitative and quantitative data reveals that, 

since 1971, 91 right-wing terrorist actors 

(groups and individuals that could be identi-

fied) have carried out 123 attacks (including 

both successful and unsuccessful attempts) 

using explosives; 2,173 arson attacks; 229 

murders; 12 kidnappings; 56 cases of extor-

tion; and 174 armed robberies. This database 

allows for additional strategic analysis, largely 

supporting the findings from other countries. 

Of the 91 identifiable German right-wing ter-

rorist actors, approximately 70 percent are 

either small cells with 2-3 members, small 

groups of 4-9 members, or lone-actors. 

These actors utilize mainly small-unit tac-

tics (for example, explosives, targeted assassi-

nations, arson, and, on occasion, hostage-tak-

ing and kidnapping) against government 

representatives, Jews, leftists, and “foreigners.” 

Throughout the last 50 years, bombings have 

been the main tactic of choice, especially since 

1990. In earlier decades, assassinations were 

also used widely, but the last 20 years have 

seen a significant decrease in the employment 

of this tactic. Prior to 2000, government repre-

sentatives (for example, police officers, politi-

cians, and military personnel) made up 

approximately half of the intended targets. 

Since then, however, the groups and individu-

als targeted by right-wing extremists have var-

ied more widely. The vast majority of German 

right-wing terrorist actors (approximately 72 

percent) are active for no longer than a year 

before they are either killed, detected and 

arrested by the authorities, or disbanded. If an 

actor survives for more than a year, however, 
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the chances of long-term activity rapidly 

increase, with approximately 14 percent 

remaining active for between 1 and 5 years and 

13 percent for more than 5 years. These long-

term clandestine cells are also much more 

likely to conduct attacks without being 

detected and to develop highly professional 

tactics to avoid arrest. 

Another common characteristic of right-

wing terrorism in general, as well as in 

Germany, is the lack of public communication 

regarding attacks (for example, claiming 

responsibility through letters, statements, and 

communiqués). In Germany, only about 24 

percent of perpetrators actually send out any 

form of claim or note. One possible reason for 

this may be their desire to employ a “strategy 

of tension” in connection with their attacks, 

that is, to produce chaos and insecurity among 

the population in order to increase electoral 

support for (right-wing) “law and order” par-

ties.61 This strategy could also be used to dem-

onstrate the weakness and powerlessness of 

the targeted government. Another theory 

M
axim

ilian

The ongoing conflict in Syria has spurred the largest wave of refugees seeking shelter in Europe since 
World War II.
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brought forward more recently argues that the 

use of terrorism by right-wing extremists is a 

natural consequence of extreme-right ideolo-

gies and therefore does not require any com-

municated explanation.62 Many right-wing 

attacks might be self-explanatory (e.g., a bomb 

attack against a synagogue or a mosque moti-

vated by anti-Semitism or Islamophobia) and 

can achieve the result of terrorizing the tar-

geted victim group even without any commu-

nication. A third approach to explaining this 

lack of strategic communication draws on 

right-wing extremist tactical concepts such as 

leaderless resistance, in which public state-

ments are seen as a risk factor for detection.63 

Collective Right-Wing Anti-Immigration 
Violence

In addition to organized right-wing clandes-

tine cells and groups, another highly problem-

atic development became evident in recent 

years across Europe: anti-immigration mass 

movements and collective radicalization 

towards violence. 

Between 1991 and 1994, authorities 

counted 1,499 right wing-motivated arson 

attacks against refugee shelters in Germany.64 

Between 1990 and 1995, the 295 individuals 

convicted in these attacks, which account for 

about 60 percent of the incidents, displayed a 

very atypical perpetrator pattern at that time.65 

Sixty-three percent of the perpetrators had not 

been previously convicted of any crime and 

only 21 percent were known to be active in a 

r i gh t -wing  pa r ty  o r  sk inhead  g roup . 

Approximately 68 percent of the perpetrators 

were intoxicated during the attack, and in 60 

percent of the cases documented by courts 

there was almost no time invested in planning 

or preparing the attack.66 These characteristics 

make it extremely challenging for intelligence 

and law enforcement officials to detect and 

counter such attacks. Further, while the orga-

nizational characteristics of these attacks cer-

tainly did not fit the typical picture of “terror-

ism” in Germany at that time, the perpetrators’ 

intent did. In the majority of cases, the rela-

tionship between victim and perpetrator was 

irrelevant; the main motive was to achieve a 

high media impact to convey a message 

against the government and a large hated 

group of immigrants.67

Although the quality of the political mes-

sage and signal was not sophisticated or 

embedded in a long-term, group-based strat-

egy, the combination of violent protest against 

immigration and the attempt to force refugees 

to leave the country through fear shows the 

terrorist quality of large and spontaneously 

acting groups based in a joint understanding 

and unity, guided by right-wing extremist ide-

ology. The violent potential of a large and infu-

riated crowd has become especially visible in 

the second wave of right-wing violence against 

refugee homes that started in 2013. Again, the 

upsurge in violence appears to have been 

caused by a widespread negative public debate 

about immigration, as was the case in the first 

wave of attacks in the early 1990s.68 Since the 

outbreak of conflicts in Syria, Iraq, North 

Africa, and the Middle East in the aftermath of 

2011’s “Arab Spring,” the number of refugees 

and asylum seekers in Germany has steadily 

risen to an estimated 1.5 million in 2015. The 

number of violent attacks against housing 

installations for refugees has mirrored this 

increase.69 This time, however, right-wing 

extremists have diversified their violent tactics 

to include arson attacks against designated 

(but uninhabited) refugee homes, direct 

threats against politicians, violent clashes with 

the police tasked to protect the refugees, and 
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the use of car bombs and explosives. Still, the 

twofold objective of the attacks was to protest 

against the government’s immigration policies 

and to either force refugees out of certain areas 

or threaten them not to come in the first place. 

Although no statistical evaluations or sci-

entific studies about this second wave of large-

scale violence against refugee homes exist thus 

far, the initial data suggests that there are at 

least some similarities to the first wave. For 

example, in one analysis, out of 148 perpetra-

tors identified by the authorities, only 41 (27.7 

percent) had been convicted of previous 

crimes; the majority were not active in any 

organized right-wing group.70 Different, how-

ever, seems to be the role of alcohol. Only 32 

perpetrators (21.6 percent) were intoxicated 

during the attacks, compared to a full 68 per-

cent in the early 1990s. This picture was sup-

ported by a subsequent police analysis of 228 

perpetrators.71 Of these, just 14 people had 

committed two or more of the attacks, and 

alcohol was only rarely involved.72 Although 

about 50 percent of the perpetrators were 

known to the police due to previous crimes, 

only one-third had committed right-wing 

crimes of any sort before attacking a refugee 

home.73 

Focusing exclusively on the arson attacks, 

another internal study conducted by the BKA 

shows a clear radicalization and escalation of 

the violence used, which shifted from targeting 

uninhabited to inhabited buildings in 40 of 

the 61 cases. The majority of the perpetrators 

in these attacks were not part of an organized 

right-wing group.74 An additional study by the 

German newspaper Die Zeit, which examined 

only attacks carried out against refugee shelters 

between January and November 2015 (a total 

of 222 incidents) that seriously harmed or 

endangered refugees, found that authorities 

were able to identify the perpetrators and 

gather enough evidence to charge or convict 

them in only 5 percent of the cases.75 The same 

study also reveals that almost half of the 93 

arson attacks against refugee shelters within 

the same timeframe were directed at inhabited 

buildings, signifying a continuing escalation 

of violent tactics.

Parties such as the National Democratic 

Party of Germany and The Third Way have 

been involved in organizing protest groups 

online (typically via Facebook) and stirring up 

anti-refugee sentiments with falsified statistics 

of immigrants’ crimes or claims of specific 

events witnessed by friends and colleagues, 

such as incidents of rape or child abduction by 

refugees.76 Parties like The Third Way have also 

published guidebooks on how to organize 

large-scale protests, and have officially regis-

tered demonstrations that, in the majority of 

cases, devolved into violent action or took 

place shortly before arson attacks.77 In this 

way, right-wing parties, although not proven 

to be directly involved in the attacks, have con-

tributed to a rise in levels of hostility through-

out Germany and provided the opportunity for 

right wing-motivated violence. In addition, 

right-wing political parties have tried to gain 

support from the rather new phenomenon of 

right-wing populist protest movements such as 

PEGIDA (Patriotic Europeans against the 

Islamization of the Occident) and its fran-

chises across Germany.78 Though some attacks 

have been carried out by organized neo-Nazis 

who took part in anti-immigration rallies, 

most of these violent acts were seemingly per-

petrated by individuals with no ties to the for-

mal extreme right-wing movement, but whose 

motivations mirrored those deeply embedded 

in right-wing anti-immigration protest move-

ments. It is known that in some instances 
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militant right-wing extremists have co-orga-

nized or participated in these demonstrations, 

thereby creating a direct, but completely non-

institutional, link between organized, militant, 

and experienced neo-Nazis and otherwise 

“normal” citizens (that is, citizens not previ-

ously known for right-wing extremist involve-

ment) protesting primarily against immigra-

tion and refugee policies. The Bavarian 

franchise of PEGIDA, for example, was orga-

nized by two neo-Nazis who were sentenced 

to prison on terrorism charges in 2003.79 In 

addition, the organizers and speakers at the 

PEGIDA franchises in Düsseldorf, Duisburg, 

and Thuringia are mostly hard-core right-wing 

extremists.80 

Although the aspects of spontaneity, large 

crowds without hierarchy or organization, and 

intoxication are atypical for the type of 

political violence usually associated with ter-

rorism, this right-wing collective violence dis-

plays other essential characteristics that place 

it into that very category. One of the first goals 

of right-wing collective violence is to directly 

challenge the government’s monopoly of force. 

Second, these collective attacks create terror 

and fear in a wide target group beyond the vic-

tims of the attack itself. Third, these acts of 

violence, especially arson, are carried out with 

a strong motivation to send a signal or create 

a public symbol of resistance for a wide audi-

ence. Fourth, this type of tactic allows the per-

petrator to strategically attack and hide imme-

diately afterward in the large crowd of 

bystanders or to escape from the location alto-

gether. In this way, collective right-wing vio-

lence is akin to core terrorist tactics, although 

less coordinated and strategic. Right-wing 

January 2015 PEGIDA demonstration in Dresden, Germany. One protester (left) holds sign appealing to 
Russian President Vladimir Putin: “Putin! Help us, save us from the corrupt, enemy-of-the-people BRD 
[Federal Republic of Germany] regime and from America and Israel!”

blu-new
s.org
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organizations, parties, and groups have been 

careful not to directly coordinate or lead these 

attacks, but rather to stir up the climate of 

panic, fear, hate, and urgency to act among the 

local population. 

Similar waves of arson attacks against ref-

ugee shelters carried out by members of large 

protest movements have also occurred in 

Sweden,81 Finland,82 and other European coun-

tries. The formation of violent vigilante groups 

as part of anti-immigration movements across 

Europe, with the proclaimed goal of “protect-

ing” European citizens against criminal immi-

grants is a very recent and completely new 

development, and poses the risk of collabora-

tion between highly organized and experi-

enced clandestine cells and individuals from 

mass movements who have no previous crim-

inal records but are ready to commit violence. 

A comparable movement in the United 

States, the sovereign citizen movement, is com-

posed of a highly diverse and loosely con-

nected network of individuals and groups who 

reject U.S. laws, taxation, currency, and the 

government’s legitimacy, especially regarding 

the control of firearms.83 Frequent overlap in 

the membership of more militant and violent 

militias and white supremacists has resulted in 

a number of violent attacks by both individu-

als and groups, as well as clashes with law 

enforcement agencies.84 For example, Timothy 

McVeigh’s accomplice in the Oklahoma City 

bombing, Terry Nichols, was a member of the 

sovereign citizen movement. There also have 

been a number of violent standoffs between 

sovereign citizen members and federal law 

enforcement agencies (for example, the 

“Bundy standoffs” in 2014 and 2016), and the 

murders of a number of police officers have 

been attributed members of the network.85 As 

a result of increased lethal violence directed 

against the U.S. government by sovereign citi-

zen members, including the murders of six 

police officers and at least three planned ter-

rorist attacks since 2010, the FBI has labeled 

the network as a “domestic terrorist move-

ment.”86

Although European anti-immigration 

mass movements like PEGIDA are still very dif-

ferent from the highly armed and often 

extremely violent sovereign citizens, they do 

share a number of important characteristics, 

signaling a new strategic and tactical era in the 

militant extreme right. By diversifying further 

and moving away from a reliance on lone-

actor attacks (although not returning to the 

large-scale, paramilitary organizations of the 

1980s and 1990s), this new type of fluid net-

work, centered around shared opposition to 

the democratic government and immigration, 

can mobilize large numbers of activists from 

mainstream society and create something I 

would call “hive” terrorism: terrorist acts or 

violent hate crimes committed by a spontane-

ously formed crowd that quickly disbands after 

the incident. Western European law enforce-

ment agencies are currently struggling to 

understand this new threat and formulate 

adequate responses. It is comparable to neither 

an Islamist extremist terror attack in regard to 

detectable communication, structures, and 

preparation, nor to the other end of the typol-

ogy, the neo-Nazi lone-actor. 

Conclusion

Right-wing terrorism has operated both tradi-

tionally and tactically using very small groups, 

cells, and lone-actors to target mainly govern-

ment representatives and minorities with 

explosives and targeted assassinations. These 

attacks, which usually do not attempt to inflict 

indiscriminate mass casualties (a tactic which 
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nevertheless seems to be gaining increased 

prominence), have only very rarely been 

accompanied by some form of public commu-

nication (that is, the public claiming of the 

attack). This indicates that right-wing terrorists 

do not need or want to communicate their 

course of action to a potential audience. One 

reason for this is that right-wing attacks are 

often self-explanatory (for example, bombing 

a mosque can successfully generate fear and 

terror within the target group even without 

someone claiming the attack). As Professor 

Mark Hamm points out, right-wing political 

violence can, in fact, be both hate crime and 

terrorism.87 This also implies that terrorist vio-

lence is inherently part of the right-wing 

extremist ideology and is not perceived by the 

perpetrators as something in need of explana-

tion. In addition, this raises the danger that the 

intent and nature of an attack will be mis-

judged as unplanned, erratic, spontaneous, or 

as an isolated incident. The findings above, 

however, suggest otherwise. Right-wing terror-

ism is a highly dangerous form of political 

violence and a significant threat because it tac-

tically and strategically aims to blend in with 

the surrounding societies in order to minimize 

repression and countermeasures and to maxi-

mize the effects regarding the main goal: win-

ning a long-term war against their enemies 

(that is, democratic governments and foreign-

ers).

Another development caused by the mas-

sive influx of refugees that poses potential risks 

to Western societies is the spread of anti-immi-

gration, right-wing, populist mass movements 

across Europe, which have displayed a steady 

process of radicalization toward the use of vio-

lence. In addition, the boundaries between 

large-scale anti-immigration protest move-

ments and organized militant groups have 

been increasingly blurred. As the characteris-

tics of the perpetrators of xenophobic arson 

attacks show, security agencies will be facing a 

different type of threat: spontaneous and rarely 

planned, violent and often lethal attacks 

against refugee homes, mosques, police, or 

left-wing activists, carried out by individuals or 

small groups without previous criminal 

records or even history of involvement in orga-

nized far-right groups.

   In sum, the key lessons for law enforce-

ment personnel and policymakers are:

1. Right-wing terrorism is a unique form 

of political violence with fluid boundar-

ies between hate crime and organized 

terrorism. In general, right-wing terror-

ism does not aim for individual and 

concentrated high-effect results, but 

rather for long-term, low-intensity “war-

fare” against their enemies. The effects 

of creating horror and fear in their tar-

get group, however, are similar to other 

forms of terrorism.

2. Lone-actor tactics have declined in 

recent years, although they still domi-

nate the militant right-wing movement. 

A distinct type of collective “hive” ter-

rorism has developed in Europe, 

embedded in and carried out by large-

scale, right-wing, anti-immigration and 

anti-government movements, with the 

peripheral involvement of organized 

and more militant right-wing organiza-

tions. Having created manuals and 

guidebooks on how to organize these 

protest movements and use online 

social media platforms to stir up hatred, 

this structure could become a blueprint 

for the United States as well. The high 

number of attacks currently being com-

mitted in the wake of these movements 
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in Western Europe could potentially 

become more dangerous if transferred 

to the better-armed sovereign citizen 

movement or other networks in the 

United States. 

3. Law enforcement personnel cannot 

hope that focusing on the detection of 

communication and group structures 

before an event will bring adequate 

results. Biographical backgrounds may 

increasingly involve individuals without 

previous connection to an extremist 

movement, and small groups could 

form spontaneously during or shortly 

after protests and rallies in order to 

carry out arson attacks, shootings, or 

other terrorist attacks.

4. While it is not to be expected that the 

refugee situation will escalate to the 

level of significance in the United States 

that it has in Europe, the situation in 

countries like Germany, France, Sweden, 

and Denmark have taught neo-Nazis 

and other organized right-wing extrem-

ists how to evade government crack-

down and detection before attacks. Even 

small numbers of refugees could poten-

tially be used to catalyze similar protest 

movements on platforms already estab-

lished in the United States.

5. A last potential threat from organized 

clandestine or open violence can be 

reciprocal violence between right-wing 

extremist groups and those opposed to 

them. Violent clashes between right-

wing populists and Salafists in Germany, 

for example, have led to further radical-

ization on both sides. Recent clashes in 

Anaheim, California between Ku Klux 

Klan members and opponents are 

another example of this mechanism.88 

In sum, right-wing terrorism or racist 

political violence remains one of the most 

dangerous threats to Western democracies, 

especially because these extremist groups have 

developed and used violent tactics designed to 

be overlooked and misinterpreted by security 

agencies. White supremacists, sovereign citizen 

members, neo-Nazis, and other right-wing 

extremist groups widely deploy a very dynamic 

and flexible form of collective or “hive” terror-

ism that does not provide traditional angles 

for security agencies to identify hierarchies, 

long-term plots, or group structures. The lethal 

and terrorizing effect remains intact, however. 

In addition, the corroding effect against demo-

cratic societies and community resilience can 

be much higher in cases of right-wing terror-

ism than compared with other forms because 

the underestimation by the authorities essen-

tially proves right the suspicion of minorities 

and other at-risk groups that they are without 

equal protection. PRISM
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