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· Abstract

This paper investigates the causes of the recent rise in extreme right and racist violence
in Western Europe. In the first part, the available data on extreme right and racist
violence in eight Western European countries - Germany, France, Great Britain, the
Netherlands, Switzerland, Sweden, Denmark, and Norway - are discussed. Contrary to
the image presented in the media, Germany is no "Sonderfall" as regards the level of
violence. Germany belongs to the countries with the highest levels of violence, but
Switzerland and Great Britain are roughly comparable in this regard. The second part of
the paper attempts to explain cross-national differences by applying two theoretical per
spectives from the social movement literature. The grievance model, which sees the
causes of violence in grievances related to the main target groups of the extreme right
(foreigners and asylum seekers) and more general feelings of anomie among the
socially marginal, finds little support in the data. The opportunity model, which
emphasizes the role of political elites and the configuration of the political system in
shaping mobilization opportunities for social movements, finds support in an analysis of
the relation between the development of extreme right violence and the political debate
around asylum legislation in Germany. Moreover, cross-national comparison shows that
the amount of violence also depends on the prior strength of extreme right parties.
Contrary to common wisdom, but in line with the expectations derived from the op
portunity model, extreme right violence tends to be weak where extreme right parties
are strong and vice versa.

Zusammenfassung

In diesem Papier wird versucht, die jüngste Welle rechtsextremer und ausländerfeind
licher Gewalt in Westeuropa zu erklären. Im ersten Teil werden die verfügbaren Daten
zu rechtsextremer und ausländerfeindlicher Gewalt in acht westeuropäischen Ländern 
Deutschland, Frankreich, Großbritannien, den Niederlanden, der Schweiz, Schweden,
Dänemark und Norwegen - diskutiert. Entgegen dem von den Medien verbreiteten Bild
ist Deutschland, was das Gewaltniveau anbelangt, kein Sonderfall. Zwar gehört
Deutschland zu den Ländern mit dem höchsten Gewaltniveau, aber die Schweiz und
Großbritannien nehmen eine vergleichbare Position ein. Im zweiten Teil des Papiers
werden zur Erklärung der internationalen Unterschiede zwei theoretische Perspektiven
aus der Literatur zu sozialen Bewegungen herangezogen. Das "grievance"-Modell, das
die Ursachen rechtsextremer Gewalt in der Unzufriedenheit in bezug auf Ausländer und
Asylbewerber sowie in allgemeinen Gefühlen von Anomie bei marginalen
gesellschaftlichen Gruppen sucht, findet nur wenig Unterstützung in den Daten. Das
"opportunity"-Modell, das die Rolle politischer Eliten und der Konfiguration des po
litischen Systems bei der Gestaltung von Mobilisierungschancen für soziale Bewegun
gen betont, findet Unterstützung in einer Analyse der Zusammenhänge zwischen der
Entwicklung rechtsextremer Gewalt und der politischen Asyldebatte in Deutschland.
Außerdem zeigt ein internationaler Vergleich, daß das Gewaltniveau auch von der vor
hergehenden Stij.rke rechtsextremer Parteien abhängt. Entgegen der herrschenden An
nahme, aber in Ubereinstimmung mit dem "opportunity"-Modell, ist die Gewalt im all
gemeinen schwach entwickelt, wo rechtsextreme Parteien stark sind und umgekehrt.
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A Burning Question: Explaining the Rise of Radst and Extreme Right
Violence in Western Europe

Ruud Koopmans

Apart from the electoral successes of raeist parties, the extreme right has attracted

attention recendy by an increase in violent actions against foreigners, refugees and other

target groups in several West European countries, most notably (or at least most noted)

in Germany. Using theoretical insights from the social movement literature, this paper

aims to clarify the correlates and causes of this rise in violence and to examine its rela

tion to electoral support for raeist parties by comparing several West European coun

tries. Although, as we will see, this explanatory endeavour is difficult enough on its

own, any comparative research into extreme right and racist violence first has to sur-.

mount the descriptive problem of establishing what, in fact, needs to be explained and

whether there is anything to compare.

Data Sets on Racist and Extreme Right Violence in Western Europe

The most important problem one faces when studying extreme right violence in a cross

nationalperspective is not theoretical or methodological in nature, but simply a data

problem. Although for several countries data on the development of extreme right

and/or racist violence exist, the sources and methods that have been used in gathering

these data differ widely, as do the definitional criteria used in delimitating the pheno

menon. This situation threatens to block adequate comparison already at the descriptive

level. As I will show, however, although certainly not ideal, the data situation is not so

bad that we should give up the effort altogether. Moreover, in judging the severity of

the data problems I will discuss, one should always keep in mind the unappealing alter

natives: putting our wet finger in the air, or letting our guesses be educated by conven

tional stereotypes such as the incorrigible and always exceptional German, the civilized

Brit, and the peaceful Swiss.

I have been able to track down relevant data for the following countries: Germany,

France, Great Britain, the Netherlands, Switzeriand, and three Scandinavian countries

(Sweden, Denmark, and Norway)l. These data sets differ along a number of dimen-

1 I would like to thank Yann Deruere at the Ministere de l'interieur et de l'amenagernent du territoire in
Paris, Pierre Gentile at the Universit6 de Geneve, and Jonathan Sedgwick at the F2 Division of the Horne
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sions, such as the sources and methods used in collecting them and the definitional cri

teria used to identify extreme right or racist violence.

AB regards data-gathering sources and methods, the main difference is between coun

tries such as Germany, France and Great Britain, where the police or the Ministry of the

Interior gather data on extreme right and/or racist actions on a continuous basis, and

countries such as the Netherlands, Switzerland and the Scandinavian countries, where

such data are not available (or are too incomplete and unreliable), but where researchers

have recently compiled data sets, usually using a variety of sources. The main problem

with the first type of data is that the criteria and procedures used by the police and in

ternal security agencies are usually not as systematic and explicit as scientific standards

demand. Moreover, recording procedures, reporting rates as weIl as (interpretations oi)

definitional criteria often change over the course of time and differ among police or in

ternal security agencies within one country. However, the data gathered by social scien-'

tists are not without their problems either. Perhaps the most important of these is that.

they have been gathered in a post-hoc way. This may introduce a bias towards recent

years, which often will be better covered by the different sources used than more distant

periods. A second disadvantage of these data concerns the fact that they rely to an im

portant extent on media coverage of racist and extreme right violence. AB is well

known, the amount of media coverage for social phenomena is influenced by issue

attention cycles, which may result in an overrepresentation of those years in which rac

ist and extreme right violence was a "hot issue". Usually these years will be the same,

recent, years, which instigated the researcher to compile his data set, and thus the media

bias will usually reinforce the post-hoc bias.

AB regards the definitional criteria that are used for the different data sets, two dimen

sions are important. The first concerns the thematic focus or the motivations of the acts

included in the data2• The data for some countries, such as Germany, the Netherlands

and Switzerland, include both acts produced by the extreme right (which are not neces

sarily directed against foreigners or ethnic minorities) and racist acts (which are not ne

cessarily committed by groups belonging to, or even sympathizing with the extreme

right). The available data for other countries (the Scandinavian countries, France and

Office in London, for providing me with unpublished material on meist and extreme right violence in
respeetively France, Switzerland, and Great Britain. Unless otherwise indicated, data on meist violence
for the other eountries have been taken from the yearly Verfassungschutzberichte for Germany, from
Buijs and van Donselaar (1994) for the Netherlands, and from Björgo 1993 for the three Scandinavian
countries.
2 Given the covert and anonymous nature of the majority of extreme right and raeist violent aets, direet
information on the political motivations of the perpetrators is seldom available. Therefore, the elassifi
cation of aets as extreme right or raeist is often based solelyon the nature of the target.
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the United Kingdom) are limited to acts with a racist background, and thus exclude

violence by extreme right groups directed at social groups other than ethnic minorities,

such as the political left, homosexuals, or homeless people. The data for Germany and

the Netherlands, which can for some years be differentiated into raeist violence, on the

one hand, and other violence by the extreme right, on the other, give some indication of

the relative importance of these two forms of violence. In Germany, 7,515 violent acts

with an extreme right or racist motivation were registered for the period from January

1991 to Gctober 1994, of which 5,774, or 77 per cent, were classified as racist

(fremdenfeindlich)3. In the Netherlands in the period 1992-1993, about 70 per cent of

extreme right or raeist violence was directed against persons or objects belonging to, or

representing an ethnic minority (Buijs and van Donselaar 1994: 69-70)4.

The second dimension concems the range of forms of racist and/or extreme right acts

included in the data. The spectrum here goes from the very exclusive data set for the

three Scandinavian countries, which includes only heavy forms of violence such aso

bombings, arson, and shootings, to the very inclusive Swiss data, which include all

forms of mobilization by the extreme right, including legal and nonviolent forms such

as demonstrations and press conferences. However, most of the more inclusive data sets

can at least for some years bebroken down by form, so as to allow a more like-with-like

comparison with the more exclusive data sets. The exception are the British data, for

which (at least for the national level) I have been able to get only aggregate yearly

numbers of "raeial incidents", ranging from relatively "soft" forms such as graffiti and

verbal abuse to direct physical violence against persons5.

The Extent and Development of Racist and Extreme Right Violence: Some

Approximative Cross-National Data

These problems with the comparability of the different data sets should not lead us to

conclude that a quantification of cross-national differences in extreme right and racist

violence is altogether impossible. By matching as far as possible the statistics for the

different countries along the thematic (only racist or racist and extreme right acts) and

form (type of events included) criteria, it is possible to arrive at least at rough indicators

of temporal trends and cross-national differences. Gf course, given the problems of data

3 Source: Unpublished material from the Bundesverfassungsschutz, 1994.
4 In computing this percentage, the target category "varlous, combined, unc1ear" has been disregarded.
5 In addition, the inc1usiveness of the British category of "racial inciden18" seems to differ among the
different regional police forces, whose reporting forms the basis of the Horne· Office data. Bach police
force has i18 own system of categorization andthe range of the class of "racial inciden18" may go as far as
to include the category "noisy party" in the West Midlands.
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quality and comparability, only clear and consistent trends and differences lend them

selves to meaningful interpretation.

As said, data for Great Britain (or more accurately: England and Wales) are only avail

able for the very general category of "racial ineidents", as reported by the regional po

lice forces to the Horne Office. "Racial incidents" are very broadly defined as "any inci

dent in which it appears to the reporting or investigating officer that the complaint in
volves an element of racial motivation, or any incident which includes an allegation of

raeial motivation made by any person. 'Ineident' includes verbal abuse, threatening be

haviour, graffiti, damage to property, physical attack, arson and murder"6.

Roughly comparable statistics are only available for Germany, where the Federal Office

for the Protection of the Constitution (Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz, BfV) and the

Federal Criminal Office (Bundeskriminalamt, BKA) gather statistics on criminal offen

ses with an extreme right and/or racist background. Like the British data, the German >.

data are reported by regional police forces, and include not only acts of physical vio

lence, but also such things as threats, graffiti, and verbal abuse. The German criteria for

inclusion may be somewhat more restrictive because they require a law violation, but,

given the fact that the police must have taken notice of the event, this criterion will pro

bably also be fulfilled in the majority of British ineidents. Moreover, the range of possi

ble actions of extreme right or racist groups that constitute a law violation is consi

derably broader in Germany than in the UK and in most other West European countries.

Thus, a large part of the racist criminal offenses in Germany consists of so- called Pro

pagandadelikte (propaganda crimes, including such things as carrying or displaying

[neo-]nazi symbols and the distribution of [neo-]nazi or raeist literature) and Volksver

hetzung (incitement to raeial hatred)7. However, a more important difference between

the British and German data seems to be that the classification of an ineident as "raeist"

or "racially motivated" depends in the German case only on the judgement of the report

ing police authority, while in Britain any incident of which the victim claims that racial

motives were involved is included, regardless of whether the investigating police officer

shares this judgement. All in all, the British data therefore seem to be significantly more

inclusive than the German data.

6 It should be noted also that these statistics inc1ude racial ineidents regardless of whieh "racial" group
initiated the ineident. Thus the data may include a, probably not very large, proportion of (reaetive or de
fensive) racial ineidents initiated by members of ethnie minorities direeted against whites or against re
presentatives of the extreme right.
7 In 1992 and 1993, about one third of all raeist eriminal offenses consisted of Propagandadelikte and
Volksverhetzung. For other extreme right offemes the proportion was as high as two thirds
(Verfassungsschutzberieht 1993: 79-80). As a result of the striet German legislation, the majority of the
propaganda material that eireulates in German neonazi and skinhead cireles is nowadays printed abroad,
where the produetion and distribution of such material is not prohibited.



Fig. 1: Extreme Right and Racist Acts
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As Figure 1 shows, in both countries there is clear evidence of a rise in raeist and/or ex

treme right aets. In England and Wales, the number of reported raeial ineidents more

than doubled from 1988 to 1993. In Germany the number of extreme right and raeist of

fenses remained more or less stable up to 1990, but then inereased strongly, reaehing a

level in 1993 almost five times higher than in 1990. While the trend in both countries is

thus roughly similar, there is a eonsiderable difference in level. Ifwe eompare the 1991

1993 (the only years for whieh the German data ean be broken down into raeist offenses

and other extreme right offenses8) figures for raeist erlminal offenses in Germany to the

British statistics, we see that the number of reported raeial ineidents in England and

Wales is on aper eapita basis about three times higher. Gf course, part of this difference

may be explained by the different eriteria employed in gathering the British and Ger

man statistics, but the difference seems to be too large to be merely a methodologieal

artifaet. At the very least, we may draw the surprising eonelusion that the number of

raeist ineidents that are serious and publie enough to be reported 10 the police is cer

tainly not lower in Great Britain than in Germany (see also Thränhardt 1993).

8 Note that in the German definition raeist offenses are automatically inc1uded in the broader category of
extreme right offenses, even when no evidence of the involvement of individuals or groups belonging to
the extreme right is available.
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This result is in line with data on anti-semitic incidents in fifteen West European coun

tries gathered by a research committee of the EuropeanParliament for the period 1981

1983, which show Great Britain having by far the highest per capita number of in

eidents, almost four times higher than Germany (cited in Backes 1987: 71)9. Although

these data, too, can provide only a rough indication, they certainly refute the common

assumption that "extreme-right politics have had a minimal appeal in Britain, both

e1ectorally and in other contexts" (Husbands 1994: 564). For the electoral side of ex-

_treme- right politics this is certainly true, but as far as racist incidents are concemed the

few indicators we have point in the exact opposite direction10•

Whether this finding can be extrapolated to levels of racist violence is of course another

question, which the national-level British data unfortunately do not allow us to an

swerll. According to the Horne Office, the "vast majority" of all incidents concems

.. verbal abuse and graffiti. However, also in Germany only one third of the offenses (in

1992 and 1993) concemed physical violence against persons or objects. Data for thc

London Metropolitan Area (which on its own is responsible for more than 40 per cent

of British raeial incidents) suggest that the proportion of physical violence is about the

same in Britain: serious and minor assaults on persons accounted for 30 per cent of rac

ial ineidents in the years 1988-1990 and 1993-199412•

In general we mayassume that the reliability of data on racist and extreme right actions

increases when the criteria for inclusion become more exclusive: Data including

"softer" forms such as threats and graffiti will be much more sensitive to distorting fac

tors such as temporal changes and cross-national differences in reporting and searching

procedures and media attentiveness, than is the case for data which focus on explicit

forms of physical violence, such as assaults and arson, which less easily escape the at

tention of the authorities or scientists responsible for collecting the data. For the inter

pretation of Figure 2, which displays the development of the number of violent events

9 For the period 1981-1983, the number of anti-semitic incidents per million inhabitants compiled by the
commlttee for Great Britain amounted to 16.8; for Germany the respective figure was 4.6. The other six
countries which are discussed in this paper all had scores comparable to the one of Germany, mnging
from 3.0 for Sweden to 5.5 for France and Switzerland.
10 Of course, as so often, much depends here on how one defines the extreme right. If one would include
racist actions only among the extreme right where there is evidence of the involvement of neonazi or
ganizations, it may weH be that the extreme right is weak in Britain also in non-electoral terms. But then
again, according to this criterion, we can stop speaking of an increase in extreme right violence in Ger
many as weH, as there is no such evidence for most recent attacks against foreigners in Germany either.
11 The same holds of course for an extmpolation in the other direction towards the extent of "quotidian"
racism and discrimination, the large majority of which of course never reaches the police statistics in both
Germany and Great Britain.
12 Given the fact that this percentage includes oI1ly physical violence against persons and excludes prop
erty damage, the percentage of violent incidents may even He considembly higher in Great Britain.
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in Germany, the Netherlands, Franee, and Switzerland, as well as of physieal assaults in

the London Metropolitan Area, we stand therefore on somewhat more solid ground than

was the ease with regard to the data displayed in Figure 1. Nevertheless, these data as

weH are not wholly comparable, since the data gathered by the Freneh Ministry of the

.Interior refer only to raeist violence, whereas the Duteh and Swiss data eompiled by

respectively Buijs and van Donselaar (1994) and Gentile (1995) refer to both raeist and

other extreme right violence13• As regards the German Btv-data, raeist violence ean

only be separated from other extreme right violence for the period 1991-1993.

Fig. 2: Extreme Right and Racist Acts
1988-93, Violence
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The British data, finally, are of course not comparable at aU to the data for the other

countries, since they refer only to aets of raeial violenee in the London Metropolitan

Area (the basis for the eomputation of the per eapita figures, however, is the entire po

pulation of England and Wales), and in addition exclude property damage14. Ne

vertheless, these data are highly informative for comparative purposes, for they show

13 I thank Jaap van Donselaar at the Leiden Instituut voor Sociaal Wetenscbappelijk Onderzoek
(LISWO) for providing me with additional data on extreme right violence in the Netherlands in the period
before 1992.
14 Data for 1991 and 1992 are not available for the London Metropolitan Area. Tbe figure for 1993 in
fact refers to the number of violent incidents between April 1993 and March 1994.
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that even when we restriet ourselves to this limited sampie, the British level of raeist

violence is very high in comparative terms, whieh confirms the conelusion we drew

from the eomparison of Germany and Great Britain above.

With the exception of France, where the level of raeist violenee has remained at a low

and more or less eonstant level, the data for the other countries confirm the impression

that raeist and extreme right violenee has inereased in recent years. In Switzerland this

inerease has been relatively modest and was limited to the period 1989- 1991, while in

the Netherlands the rise in violence has taken place more recently, in 1992 and 1993.

Germany displays by far the most spectaeular inerease in (predominantly raeist) vio

lence, and reaehes a level whieh is elearly above the other countries, with the exception

of Great Britain, whieh displays eontinuous growth over the period at a high level.

For the Netherlands, Germany, and Switzerland the data allow us to break down the ge

neral eategory of violence into different forms as displayed in Table 115.

Table 1: Distribution of Violent Events of the Extreme Right Over
Different Forms, Germany (1992-1993), the Netherlands
(1992-1993), Switzerland (1988-1993)

Germany Netherlands Switzerland

Violence against persons 34.0% 26.6% 32.6%

Bombings, arson 21.1% 30.6% 47.1%

Destruction of property 42.2% 42.7% 20.3%

Breach of the public
peace (Germany only) 1.9%
Killings (Germany only) 0.8%

100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total (N=4,871) (N=248) (N=242)

The faet that the distribution over the different forms is roughly similar in the three

eountries inereases the eonfidence we may have in the eomparability of the data.

Switzeriand deviates somewhat from the other two eountries, eaused partieularly by the

relatively low proportion of aets of property damage. This difference may be explained

by the faet that this lighter form of violence is more sensitive 10 selection bias than h~-

15 The data for the London Metropolitan Area canbe broken down into "serious" (47%) and "minor"
(53%) assaults.
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vier forms of violence. Violence against persons is a more ambiguous category, in

c1uding both minor and severe assaults, while arson and bomb attacks clearly involve

heavy violence and may be considered to be least sensitive to selection bias.

Fig. 3: Extreme Right and Raclst Acts
1988-93, Heavy Violence
(Bombing, Arson, Kllling)
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Figure 3 focuses exc1usively on such heavy forms of violence, which not only allow a

probably more accurate comparison of Germany, the Netherlands16, and Switzerland,

but also make a comparison possible with the data compiled by Björgo (1993) for three

Scandinavian countries: Sweden, Denmark, and Norway17. As regards the position of

Germany, these data produce a somewhat different picture than Figure 2. Germany still

reaches the highest level, with more than 8 acts of heavy violence per million inhabit

ants in 1992. However, the difference with Switzerland is hardly impressive anymore,

and even completely vanishes when we add the figures for the whole period 1988-1993.

To a somewhat lesser extent, also Sweden displays levels of heavy violence, which,

16 Because Buijs and van Donselaar (1994) provide data broken down by form only for the years 1992
and 1993, the presentation for the Netherlands must here remain limited to these years. Given the very
low aggregate levels of violence before 1992 (see Figure 2), we may however assume that very little
heavy violence has occurred in the Netherlands between 1988 and 1991.
17 The Scandinavian data include "bombings, a1'8on and shootings" and exclude "other types of violence,
such as street violence, riots and vandalism" (Björgo 1993: 29). For the other countries, the figure in
cludes the category "bombings, arson" from Table 1, as weil as, for Germany, the category "killings".
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with the exception of the German peak in 1992, are of a magnitude comparable to the

German level. Moreover, Germany was hardly a forerunner as regards the rise of vio

lence against foreigners and refugees. Up to 1990, Germany had a comparatively low

level of heavy violence, whereas in Switzerland and Sweden a substantial increase in

·levels of violence had already taken place. Gf the two remaining countries, Denmark

displays a pattern which is comparable to the one we found earlier for France (Figure

2), with a very low level and virtually no change over the course of the periode Norway,

finally, is the only country where racist violence has declined in the period under study,

although it should be noted that at the outset of the period, in 1988, Norway also had the

highest level of heavy violence of the five countries compared here.

A final comparison that can be made concerns the number of deaths as a result of ex

treme right and raeist violence. Although this comparison concerns the most intense le

vel of violence, it is probably less reliable than the comparison of events of heavy vio

lence. Because the numbers of deaths are low in all countries, they are relatively·

Ifinstablelf in the sense that one or a few events (as weIl as decisions whether or not to

label these events as raeist) may radically change the picture which emerges for a coun

try. Nevertheless, a comparison of numbers of deaths is instructive because it largely

confirms our findings so far.

Table 2: Number of Deaths in Racist or Extreme Right Violence,
1988 - 1993

Germany
Switzerland
France
Sweden
Netherlands
Norway
Denmark
Great Britain (April 1993
March 1994)

Absolute

34
13
5
1
1
o
o

(4)

Per million inhabitants

0.43
1. 91
0.09
0.12
0.07

o
o

(0.48)

As Table 2 shows, in absolute terms Germany has seen by far the highest number of

deaths in recent years, which of course is hardly an unexpected result. What is surpris

ing, however, is that on aper capita basis the number of deaths in Switzerland has been

far higher. Great Britain, too, seems to have a relatively high number of deaths in raeist

violence, although this impression rests on figures for one year only. Assuming that this

year is more or less representative for the entire period, we arrive ata per capita number
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of deaths in Great Britain that is of about the same magnitude as the German figure 18•

In Sweden, the Netherlands, and France there have been very few deaths in raeist vio

lenee, while in Norway and Denmark there were none at all.

Combining the results of the different eomparisons, we may summarize our findings as

follows. As far as temporal trends are eoneemed, the data show that raeist and extreme

right violenee has substantially inereasOO over the period 1988-1993 in five of the eight

countries investigatOO. Only in France and Denmark is there no growth discernable,

while in Norway even a slight decrease in the level of violence has oeeurrOO.

Three countries display partieularly high and roughly eomparable levels of violence:

Germany, Switzerland, and Great Britain. Contrary to what the image producOO by the

media might suggest, Germany thus does not stand out as an exeeption. Partly the media

image is of course a result of the special sensitivity that exists, both in Germany itself

and abroad, for racist and extreme right tendeneies in that country. In addition, the fact

that, beeause of the eountry's size, the German level of violence is very high in absolute

numbers may playa role. Although absolute numbers are also high in Great Britain, this

may attraet less attention because the British incidents seem to concern above aU street

violenee and less than in Germany spectacular incidents such as arson attacks on re

fugee centers or pogrom-like events as in Hoyerswerda and Rostock.

Sweden comes fourth in line, with a level of heavy violenee eomparable to Switzerland,

but apparently of a somewhat lower intensity, judging from the low number of deaths.

Then eome Norway and the Netherlands, with rather low levels of violence, although it

should be notOO that violence in the Netherlands seems to be on the increase (unlike for

instanee in Switzerland and Germany, where the most recent data show a sharp

decline). Denmark and France, finally, have very low levels and seem to have remainOO

relatively untouched by the recent rise of raeist and extreme right violence.

Explanations for Extreme Right and Racist Violence: Grievances and

Opportunities

Mter this long but necessary detour to get a rough idea of the facts to be explainOO, we

can finally proceed to the task of investigating the possible eauses of developments and

cross-national differences in extreme right and raeist violence. I will start by assuming

that the extreme right ean be analyzOO as a social movement, perhaps of a special kind,

18 The figure of 0.48 has been computed assuming that the year from April 1993 to March 1994 was re
presentative for the entire period, which irnplies an estimate of 24 deaths for the period 1988-1993.



16

but nevertheless. This assumption is of course debatable and has actually been heavily

debated, particularly in Germany19. It is beyond the scope of this paper to address this

question. Ultimately, however, the answer whether the extreme right can be considered

a sodal movement depends not in the last place on whether theoretical insights from the

sodal movement literature can be fruitfully applied to the extreme right (Koopmans

1995a).

The sodal movement literature offers two contrasting models that can be applied to ex

treme right and racist violence20• Tbe "grievance model" focusses on objective condi

tions which are assumed to lead to subjective grievances or discontent, which in turn

lead people to participate in sodal movements (for instance, Kornhauser 1959; Davies

1971). Classical versions of this model moreover assume that such individual frustration

and relative deprivation are particularly likely to lead to aggressive, violent forms of

political action (Gurr 1970).

The competing "opportunity model" claims that what counts in explaining social mo

vement participation is not so much the amount of (objective or subjective) grievances,

but the opportunity to do something about them (for instance, McAdam 1982; Tarrow

1989; Kriesi et al. 1995). Such opportunities depend primarilyon the political context in

which a sodal movement operates. Tbe basic idea is that, standing on their own, sodal

movements, as relative "outsiders", lack the resources and power to define a given

(perceived) situation as a "sodal problem" and to make it an issue on the political

agenda. Therefore they depend on the availability of a favourable "political opportunity

structure" - -for instance in the form of conflicts among elites around the issue in ques

tion-- which helps the movement to find a hearing for its demands, increases its success

chances, and may temporarily lower the prospects of effective repression (Koopmans

and Duyvendak 1995). In this view, such opportunity structures also determine whether

or not the mobilization of sodal movements will take a violent form. Where other forms

to express the movement's demands in a potentially effective way are available, it is less

19 For arguments against viewing the current extreme right as a social movement, see, for instance,
Butterwege 1994; Ohlemacher 1994. For arguments in favour, among others, Bergmann and Erb 1994;
Willerns 1994.
20 In this paper, I will not discuss a third approach, the resouree mobilization model, which focusses on
social movement organizations and the resources they control (for instanee, McCarthy and Zald 1977).
The first reason why I ignore this approach is the lack of comparative data on the strength of extreme
right organizations. Second and more important, however, the resouree mobilization model does not seem
to be able to offer an important contribution to the explanation of the reeent wave of extreme right vio
lenee, because the large majority of this violenee is highly spontaneous and only in a small minority of
cases involves (members 01) extreme right organizations. Of the 3,986 suspects in extreme right and rac
ist offenses in Germany in 1992, for instanee, only 8.9% belonged to extreme right organizations, while
another 13.8% belonged to the loose skinhead "seene". For all other suspects, however, no group or
organization affiliations could be established (Bundeskriminalamt 1993: 12).
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likely that the challenge will take a violent form. When other challlleis of access to the

political system are closed, on the other hand, protesters are more likely to resort to the

option of violence.

The Grievance Model

Explanations of extreme right violence along the lines of the grievance model are nor

only frequently used in self-justifications of the extreme right, but also dominate the re

ception of extreme right violence in the media and in politics. In this view, the presence

of a large and growing foreign population in Western European countries and the mas

sive influx of asylum applicants in recent years create (actual or perceived) problems

and deprivations for the autochthonous population, especially among the lower-skilled,

who already suffer from (the threat oi) unemployment, bad housing, and soeial margin

alization and isolation (Heitmeyer 1992, 1993; Kowalsky and Schroeder 1994). This

explanation thus sees the causes of extreme right violence in a combination of griev

ances directly related to the main target groups of the extreme right (foreigners, ethnic

minorities, and asylum seekers) and more general feelings of anomie among the socially

marginal, which find an outlet in scapegoating foreigners.

German data gathered by Willems, Würtz, and Eckert (1993) on 1,398 suspects in racist

offenses committed in 1991 and 1992 provide only limited support for this view as re

gards the soeial profile of the perpetrators. The overwhelming majority of them are

male adolescents, with a lower-than-average, but not exceptionally low level of school

ing, who are somewhat more often unemployed than the average youth, but not spectac

ularly so. The average racist offender is in fact a rather normal German youth, aged 18

20 years, still following an education for, or already working as a skilIed labourer, with

anormal family background, and living in a small town or in the countryside rather than

in the anonymous, individualized big city (Willems, Würtz, and Eckert 1993: 16-29).

The only finding that is in line with the view of extreme right violence as a form of

anomic -deviance, is that no less than 47 per cent of the suspects were already known to

the police in relation with non-political offenses, while 24 per cent had already been

convicted for such offenses (Willems, Würtz, and Eckert 1993: 35). Together with the

common finding that the perpetrators of raeist violence were usually under heavy influ

ence of alcohol when they committed their crimes, this indicates that at least for an im

portant part of the perpetrators, racist violence is part of a deviant career. But even for

these individuals, the question remains to be answered why this deviance, which earlier

apparently found an outlet in non-political forms, has become so strongly focussed on

foreigners and asylum seekers in recent years. That the constitution of identity among

adolescents often involves deviant and sometimes aggressive behaviour is a common
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enough phenomenon in Western societies. What needs to be explained is why at partic

ular times and places it has taken the form of racist violence.

The grievance model would look for such an explanation in the actual (objective and

subjective) extent of the lIforeigners problemlI: where the proportion of foreigners or the

influx of asylum seekers is larger, and where a larger share of the population perceives

these facts as problematic we may expect racist violence to be more intense than were

no such conditions prevail.

Table 3: Foreigners and Ethnic Minorities as a Percentage of the
Population

Switzerland
Germany
France
Sweden
Netherlands
United Kingdom
Denmark*

All foreign
nationals

(1991-1993)

18.4%
8.0%
6.3%
5.7%
5.0%
4.3%
3.1%

Non-EC/Nordic
foreign nation
als (1991-1993)

6.4%
6.1%
4.0%
3.7%
3.9%
2.9%
2.2%

Ethnic mino
rities (1988)' >,

5.6%
7.2%

4.8%
4.7%
1.1%

* The figure in the second column for Denmark includes nationals of
other Scandinavian countries.

Table 3 presents three indicators for the share of the allochthonous population in dif

ferent countries. The first is the percentage of people living in the country who have a

different nationality. Here Switzerland clearly stands out, with 18.4% foreigners in

1993, followed at a distance by Germany and France. However, not a11 non-nationals

are equa11y likely to be seen as a "problem" by the native population. As Fuchs, Ger

hards, and Roller (1993: 245) have shown, the presence of North and West Europeans,

North Americans and to a somewhat lesser extent also South Europeans is not likely to

be seen as problematic, while the opposite is the case for groups like Asians, Arabs, and

Turks. The second indicator in the table therefore presents the percentage of foreigners

from countries not belonging to the Ee, the EFfA or the Nordic countries. This in

dicator abovc a11 influences the position of Switzerland, which remains the country with

the highest percentage (6.4%), but only slightly before Germany (6.1%). The third in

dicator presents the percentage of "allochthonous" people according to 1988 figures
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presented by Dekker and van Praag (1990). This definition ineludes not only foreigners

from outside Western and Northern Eurape, but also minorities from former colonies

who often have the titular nationality of the country in which they live, but are physi

cally and culturally elearly distinct from the autochthonous population. France, with its

large North African population, elearly has the highest percentage of allochthonous

people, while the Dutch and British percentages now come elose to the German one21•

Considering these different indicators and comparing them to the figures on violence

presented earlier, there is no evidence of any relation between levels of violence and the

size of the foreign or allochthonous population. To be sure, Switzerland and Germany

have both high levels of violence and high percentages of foreigners and Denmark has

neither of the two, but there the parallel stops. Francehas a very low level of violence

but, according to what I consider to be the most useful indicator, the highest percentage

of allochthonous people. And the Netherlands, Sweden, and Great Britain, although

quite comparable in terms of foreign population, occupy radically different positions on

the scale of violence.

Table 4: Number of Asylum Seekers per Million Inhabitants, 1988-1993

Sweden
Switzerland
Germany
Denmark
Norway
Netherlands
France
United Kingdom

26,465
23,778
19,199

. 9,116
9,021
7,755
4,266
2,427

A second possible causal factor we might consider is the size of the influx of asylum

seekers in recent years. This might be considered a more plausible cause for differences

in violence levels than the size of the foreign population because many versions of the

grievance model emphasize that especially relative (in the sense of a gap between the

actual and the expected; Gurr 1970) and sudden deprivations (Walsh 1981) have a

strang impact on mobilization. Moreover, in many of the countries studied asylum seek

ers and the centres where they were lodged constituted the preferred target of extreme

right violence.

21 Dekker and van Praag present no figures for Switzerland and Sweden, but since these countries never
bad any colonies, we can simply take the percentage from the second column as a basis for comparison.
The figure for the Netherlands does not comprise the about 300,000 people of Indonesian origin, who
came to the Netherlands in the 19508. This group is meanwhile so integrated that it is no longer consid
ered an ethnic minority by the Dutch government. Adding this group would result in apercentage of
ethnic minorities in the Netherlands tbat comes elose to the French figure.



20

Between the figures on the influx of asylum seekers between 1988 and 1993 presented

in Table 4 and the figures on levels of violence presented earlier a relation indeed seems

to exist. The high influx of asylum seekers in Sweden, Switzerland, and Germany might

be seen as the reason why these countries also belong to the top four as regards vio

lence. Espeeially the combination of an already high percentage of foreigners and a high

influx of asylum seekers, as in Switzerland and Germany, seems to provide äfertile soil

for extreme right violence22• Support for the causal importance of the influx of refugees

is also provided by the paralleis that exist in many of the countries between. the devel

opment of the numbers of asylum seekers and the timing of extreme right violence.

Norway, for instance, was not only the önly country where violence deciined, but also

the only country where the influx of refugees declined between 1988 and 1992. And

Switzerland and Sweden were not only forerunners as regards raeist violence, but were

also the first countries to be touched by the strong increase of refugee numbers in the

second half of the 1980s.

There are also a couple of anomalies, however, which cast doubt upon both the neces

sity and the suffieiency of the presence and influx of large numbers of foreigners and

refugees as a cause of extreme right violence. Thefirst is, of course, Great Britain,

which has a rather average percentage of allochthonous people and had by far the

smallest influx of refugees, but still ranks among the countries most touched by racist

violence. A second anomaly emerges as soon as we try to apply the grievance model to

the subnationallevel. In Germany there are large differences between levels of extreme

right violence as weIl as in the number and influx of foreigners among the different

federal states (Bundesländer), hut the correlations between these variables are negative

rather than positive23• Thus, the eastem states generally have a higher level of violence,

hut an extremely small foreign population of less than 1% in 1991. Moreover, the influx

of foreigners, which allegedly was too much to bear for the inhahitants of these already

plagued states, was hardly impressive. At the end of 1991, the year when the wave of

raeist violence took off, 7,000 more foreigners lived in the five eastem states than at the

beginning of the year.The state of Saxony, where the town of Hoyerswerda, site of the

first anti-refugee pogrom, is situated, actually had 4,000 foreign souls less than at the

heginning of the year. In 1992, these figures had somewhat increased, but with a total

growth of the foreign population in the eastem states with about 46,000 on a population

22 The fact that in Denmark a moderately high influx of refugees combines with a very small foreign
population might then explain why violence in this country has remained more limited than for instance
in the Netherlands.
23 The correlation between foreign population in 1991 and violence per million inhabitants between
1992 and 1994 is -.50 (significant at the .05 level, N=16). The correlation between the influx of for
eigners in 1991 and 1992 and the level of violence amounts to -38 (significant at the .10 level).
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of 14.5" million the relative influx still was almost three times as low as the correspond

ing figure for the western states (Statistisches Bundesamt 1992, 1993).

Nor can levels and influx of foreigners explain the substantial differences among the

western states. Bavaria and Bremen, the two states with the lowest levels of violence,

have average levels as regards both the size and the growth of their foreign populations.

And Schieswig-Hoistein, the western state with the highest level of violence, surpassing

even three of the five eastem states, has both the smallest foreign population and the

smallest influx of foreigners of all western states.

The evidence regarding the impact of objective factors such as foreign population and

refugee influx on levels of extreme right violence is thus ambiguous to say the least. In

addition, in order to provide a causally plausible explanation, the grievance model

should be able to show that such objective conditions indeed influence subjective griev

ances in the predicted way, because, obviously, only subjectively perceived grievances "

can motivate collective action. To answer this question we may take a look at Euro

barometer data on attitudes towards foreigners and refugees in different countries of the

EC (Hofrichter and Klein 1994; Wiegand 1992). Table 5presents the percentage of

people who in 1992 respectively:

A. Considered the presence of people with another nationality, race, or religion
"annoying";

B. Found that the rights of non-EC foreigners should be restricted; and

C. Found that asylum seekers should under no circumstances be allowed to enter the
country.

Table 5: Xenophobie Attitudes 1992

West Germany
East Germany
Franee
Denmark
United Kingdom
Netherlands

Annoying

28
18
30
38
22
19

Restriet rights

43
33
40
43
41
29

Refuse entry

29
12
29
10
20
18

There is no way in which the results displayed in this table can be meaningfully linked

to the cross-national differences in levels of extreme right and racist violence or, for that

matter, to objective figures on numbers of foreigners and refugees. Tbe two (half)

countries where all three xenophobic attitudes are least developed are, rather surprising

ly, East Germany, which has the highest per capita level of violence, and the Nether-
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lands, which apart from France has the lowest level of violence. France, again, despite a

much lower level of violence, displays the same level of xenophobia on the attitudinal

level as West Germany, even with regard to refugees, although France has taken up

almost five times less refugees than Germany. And the Danes, to note a final anomaly,

have the most negative attitude towards resident foreigners (though not towards re

fugees), in spite of the fact that Denmark has by far the lowest pereentage of foreign re

sidents of the countries eompared here.

Summarizing these findings, we may eonelude that the grievance model is of little help

in explaining extreme right violence. Almost any thinkable eombination of violenee

levels, objeetive eonditions, and xenophobie attitudes ean empiriea11y be found. West

Germany and the Netherlands ean still be interpreted in terms of the grievanee model.

West Germany has a large foreign population and a high influx of refugees, xenophobie

attitudes are relatively widespread, and the level of extreme right violence is high, while

in the Netherlands more or less the opposite is true. Bast Germany, however, has an ex- .

tremely high level of raeist violenee directed against a tiny population of foreigners and

refugees despite a relatively low level of xenophobia at the attitudinal level. France is

objectively moderately affeeted by the foreigner and refugee "problems", has high

levels of xenophobia, but Httle violence. And in Denmark a sma11 objective extent of the

"problem" eombines with widespread xenophobie attitudes, but again almost no vio

lence24•

Of course, in making sense of this ehaotie pattern, one should take into account that in

a11 of the countries, extreme right violence is earried out by a sma11 minority of the

population and that loeal eonditions may be very important in accounting for the spread

of extreme right violence. For a definitive answer to the question as to the relation bet

ween objective conditions, subjective grievanees, and extreme right violence, the cross

national and partia11y cross-regional analyses that have been presented here, should be

eombined with detailed ease studies of eonfliets whieh have been erueial to the devel

opment of extreme right violence, such as the riots in Hoyerswerda and Rostoek in

Germany. Nevertheless, the results presented here already indieate that objective eondi

tions and subjective grievanees ean at best provide a very partial explanation for the

development of extreme right violence.

24 In a similar fasWon, pre-existing levels of ethnic intolerance are incapable of explaining the rise of
ethnic warfare in the former Yugoslavia. Survey data gathered in the winter of 1989/1990 --before the
outbreak of large-scale violence··· reported by Hodson, Sekulic and Massey (1994), show that levels of
ethnic tolerance were actually Wgher in ethnically heterogenous republics•. Ironically, the groups dis
playing the Wghest levels of ethnic tolerance were the population of Bosnia in general and the Serbs in
Croatial
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The Opportunity Model

This is where the opportunity model of social movement development comes into play.

The above analysis points out that what we need to explain is (1) under which circum

stances the presence of foreigners and refugees --whether "objectively" problematic or

not-- can come to be defined and perceived as an urgent soeial problem, and (2) under

which conditions such definitions and perceptions will lead to extreme right and racist

violence. To both these questions the opportunity model may offer an answer, although

given the state of research at this moment it is not possible here to go much beyond

offering some hypotheses and empirical indications that seem to support them.

The opportunity model's explanation for the rise of extreme right violence consists of

several steps. To begin with, it claims that objective conditions such as the presence of

foreigners and the influx of refugees will only come to be perceived as a soeial problem

and as an issue on the political agenda if they are defined and interpreted ("framed" in >,

the words of Snow et al. 1986) as such by politicalelites. Although the chances of this

happening may increase with increasing "objective" pressures, there is no necessary

connection, in this view, between objective situations and definitions of that situation,

because'political elites maychoose to problematize a given state of affairs for a variety

of other reasons than objective pressures--for instance, electoral concerns or inter- and

intra- party competition. Tbe construction of foreigners and refugees as a soeial and

political problem creates, however, only a potential for extreme right violence. Whether

this potential is actualized depends on at least two additional conditions. First, if politi

eians act swiftly and effectively on the concerns they have helped to stir, for instance by

introducing restrictive legislation with regard to immigration and refugees, there will be

no necessity for raeist movements to mobilize25. When this is not the case, and the issue

remains unresolved and contested among different political parties, it becomes highly

likely that racist and extreme right mobilization will increase. Because of the fact that

the issue is high on the political agenda, the political and media resonance of raeist ac

tions is likely to be very high, and the chances that raeist mobilization will be rewarded

by restrictive action of the authorities towards foreigners and refugees are favourable.

The extent to which this mobilization will take violent forms will additionally depend,

however, on the availability of other channels to pressure political elites. In the case of

the extreme right, the most important alternative are extreme right parties26• We may

25 For a theoretica1 discussion of the effects of such a situation of "reform" on levels of social movement
mobilization, see Koopmans 1995b: 26-28.
26 In this sense the action repertoire of the extreme right differs sharply from that of many other mo
vements, because it only rarely uses moderate forms of extraparliamentary mobilization such as demon
strations. This probably has sevetal reasons. First, the extreme right does not have the kind of mass base
that for instance the peace aod ecology movements of the 19808 had, which makes demonstrations,
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therefore hypothesize that, other things being equal, extreme right violence is less likely

to develop where extreme right parties are a relevant force within the political system.

The relation between racist violence and extreme right parties will be dealt with from a

comparative perspective in the next section. Here I will focus on the role of established

politics in the genesis of extreme right and racist violence. Given the state of research

and the lack of systematic cross-national data on the political construction of the for

eigners and refugees "problem", I will limit myself here to the situation in Germany27.

The German situation is particularly suited to demonstrate the non-obvious nature of the

problematization of the influx of large numbers of foreigners. As is shown by Figure 4,

Germany was confronted with two distinct waves of mass immigration in the late 1980s

and early 1990s. The first, which peaked in 1989 and 1990, concerned the so- called

Aussiedler, descendants of the millions of ethnic Germans who migrated, often centu

ries ago, to Eastern Europe, the Balkans, and the territories of the former Soviet Union.

The German constitution guarantees Aussiedler an unrestricted right to "return" to Ger

many, where upon arrival they automatically receive German citizenship (for the status

ofAussiedler, see Bade 1992: 29-37). The second immigration wave concerned asylum

applicants, whose numbers peaked in 1992. The total number of people involved in both

-waves was of roughly the same magnitude: between 1987 and 1993 1.7 million Aus

siedler and 1.5 million refugees came to Germany. In fact, the objective "burden" cre

ated by the Aussiedler was even larger, because against the influx of asylum applicants

there also stood a sizeable outmigration of those who had been refused refugee status,

whereas, obviously, very few Aussiedler went back. Moreover, the "Germanness" of the

Aussiedler is a doubtful construct. The majority of them do not even speak German and

the countries where they come from and the languages they do speak are to a large

extent the same as those of the majority of refugees, who also come from Eastern

Europe and the former Soviet Union.

whose effectiveness depends on the "power of numbers" (DeNardo 1985), a relatively unattractive stra
tegy. Second, raeist and extreme right attitudes, altbough sometimes widespread, are highly tabooized,
whieh will make people prefer anonymous aetions such as voting for an extreme right party, writing
slogans on a wall, or arson to publie aetions such as demonstrations. Finally, for the hard core of extreme
right movements the use of violence does not only serve strategie, but also, or predorninantly, expressive
purposes--the eult of violenee being an integral part of extreme right ideology.
27 But see Thränhardt 1993; Baldwin-Edwards and Sehain 1994.
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Fig. 4: Development of the Numbersof
Aussiedler and Refugees In Germany

1987-93
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Despite a11 this, the contrast between the way in which the questions of Aussiedler and

of asylum applicants were dealt with politica11y could hardly have been sharper. The

problem of the rising numbers of Aussiedler was never dramatized, never became a

subject of inter-party fights, and the constitutional guarantees were never ca11ed into

question. In the end, the issue was dealt with by an administrative change in application

procedures that went into force on 1 July 1990 and resulted in a sizeable reduction of

the number of Aussiedler (Bade 1992: 35). The refugee question, on the contrary,

became the subject of a hotly debate (Blanke 1993; Faist 1994) starting in the Summer

of 1991 with the Christian Democrats' (CDU/CSU) ca11 for a restriction of the constitu

tional right to political asylum. This demand was justified by the claim that the large

majority of asylum applicants (designated as "phoney refugees" [Scheinasylanten] or

"economic refugees" [WirtschaftsflUchtlinge]) had no political motives whatsoever and

simply sought a better life in Germany. Whether or how true this claim was, is rela

tively insignificant. What is noteworthy is that although economic motives certainly

played a role for many asylum applicants, they were equa11y if not more important for

the Aussiedler. Nonetheless, the "phoney German" who does not speak German, or the

"economicAussiedler" were never invented.

From the very beginning the asylum issue became a battle ground for the main political

parties. The Social-Democrats (SPD), who favoured procedural changes in order to

limit the enormous length of time between applications and fmal decisions on refugee
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statuses, were heavily attaeked by the right for not ·wanting to change the eonstitution.

And eonversely, after raeist violenee had erupted, the left eagerly put the blame on the

right who were labelled as "spiritual arsonists" (geistige Brandstifter) and "writing desk

eriminals" (Schreibtischtäter). Thus, there was not a trace of the business-like, sober

manner in whieh the Aussiedler question had been dealt with. There was little room for

a diseussion of the causes and consequences of the influx of refugees and no solution

short of a change of the constitution was ever seriously given a chance--the asylum

issue had become a matter of blaek or white, good or evil, SPD or CDU/CSU. For the

right, as CDU general secretary Rühe put it, the issue could be summarized as "every

additional refugee is an SPD-refugee". And for the left, every arson attack against refu

gees was a CDU/CSU-attaek. Meanwhile, the stalemate between the two main parties

assured that nothing substantive was done, and the debate continued for more than a

year until Deeember 1992, when a eompromise was finally reaehed, amounting to a

radieal constitutional restrietion of asylum rights, in combination with some relatively

minor concessions to the SPD.

The asylum debate did not fail to affeet public opinion, as is demonstrated by monthly

data on what respondents considered "the most important current problem in Germany"

(see Roth 1994: 5-7). Until June 1991, the two problems most frequently mentioned

were German unifieation and unemployment. Only about 10% of respondents in the

West and 5% in the East mentioned the asylum/foreigners issue as the most important

problem. With the onset of the asylum debate in the Summer of 1991 this radically

ehanged. Signifieantly, already before the riots of 17 September 1991 in Hoyerswerda,

whieh initiated the explosion of raeist violence, the salience of the asylum/foreigners

issue among the public had strongly increased, being considered in August by 35% in

the West and 20% in the East as the most important problem. After Hoyerswerda, this

trend continued: in Oetober 1991, the asylum/foreigners issue became the number one

problem for the West German public and remained in that position until August 1993,

with scores up to 80%. In the East, the development was less pronounced, but even

there asylum and foreigners came to be perceived as the second most important prob

lem, surpassed only by unemployment.

The sequenee of events thus seems to be in line with the opportunity model. The

increasing numbers of refugees only came to be perceived as a soeial and political prob

lem among the general publie once they were identified as such by leading politieians.

This climate of heightened public sensitivity, elite division, and administrative impo

tence around the issue of refugees created favourable opportunities for racist mobiliia

tion, which were further reinforced by the substantive success of the Hoyerswerda riots,
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whieh ended with the evaeuation by the authorities of the local refugee center, and the

extreme right's proud declaration of Hoyerswerda as the first "foreigner-free" city in

Germany.

'This evidence, however, still is too sketehy and impressionist to allow a fmal judgement

as regards the merits of the opportunity model. In the German politieal debate at least,

this reading of events was highly eontested, the right-wing parties claiming that the

asylum debate was not a eause of, but a necessary reaetion to mounting diseontent

among the general publie and inereasing raeist violence.

Fig. 5: Intensity of the Asylum Debate
and Extreme Right Violence
Germany. 1991-June 1994

If of Articlea on Aaylum Oebate If of Acta of ExtreMe Rlllht Vlolence
80 ,.----------------------=---------, 600

70 , .
.................................. , ' ,........................................ 600

60 , .

400

30040

..... , , ,.,." ..
60 ' .

30

o 0

12 3 4 6 6 7 8 11 1011 12, 1 2 3 4 6 6 7 8 1110 11 12 1 2 3 4 6 6 7 8 9 101112 1 2 3 4 6 (l
91 92 I 93 '94 I

- Aaylum Oebate -1- Extr. Rlllht Vlolence

The data displayed in Figure 5 enable a first more precise analysis of the relation bet

ween the asylum debate and the development of extreme right violence28• For the

period January 1991-June 1994, the figure shows the monthly development of the num

bers of extreme right and raeist violent aetions as counted by the BfV, as weH as the

development of the number of articles in one of Germany's national newspapers, die

28 In the context of a research program at the Science Center Berlin, more extensive and detailed news
paper data on the development of the asylum debate will be coUected in the coming months. These data
allow us to go beyond mere counts of numbers of articles and to analyze in addition such aspects as the
actors involved, the definitions and interpretations of the issue, and the degree of polarization of the de
bate.
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tageszeitung, containing the combination of the key-words "asylum" and "constitution",

which may serve as a rough indicator for the intensity of the asylum debate29•

The figure clearly shows that the asylum debate and the development of extreme right

'violence were intimately linked. Although this is in itself a significant and not self

evident result, it does not tell us anything about the causal direction of that link. To

investigate this question, I have conducted regression analyses controlling for first-order

autocorrelation, using either the asylum debate lagged one month as a predictor of

extreme right violence, or vice versa30• Table 6 shows the resulting standardized regres

sion coefficients for the whole period, as well as for three different sub-periods.

Table 6: Regression Effects of Asylum Debate on Extreme Right
Violence and Vice Versa

1991-June 1994 (n=42)
1991 (n=12)
1992 (n'=12)
1993-June 1994 (n=18)

Effect of asylum
debate on

extreme right
violence

.43***
.70**
n.s .

.88***

Effect of
extreme right

violence on
asylum debate

.27*
n.s .
.60*
n.s.

(*=p <.10; **=p <.05; ***=p <.01; n.s.= not significant)

For the entire period, the figures show that the asylum debate and extreme right vio

lence have mutually reinforced one another, although, in line with the opportunity

model, the effect of the debate on violence was considerably stronger than the reverse

effect. The results for the separate periods (which given the low numbers of cases,

should be interpreted with some caution), however, show that the relationship between

the two variables has considerably varied across the period. The year 1991 shows a

strong effect of the intensity of the asylum debate on the incidence of extreme right

violence, while the reverse effect was insignificant. This supports the idea that the pro-

29 Tbe tageszeitung was chosen for two reasons. Tbe first, pragmatic ODe, is that tbis is the only news
paper that is for the whole period available on CD-ROM. Tbe second is that the tageszeitungs coverage
of questions such as foreigners, asylum, and the extreme right is more extensive than that of most ~ther

German newspapers (see Scharf 1993).
30 Tbe AREG procedure in SPSS/PC+ was used. Previous ARIMA analyses for both time series showed
that first-order autoregression was the appropriate model to be used in regression analysis. Addition of
time lags larger than one month did not produce significant coefficients.
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blematization of refugees by the main political parties has played an important role in

the emergent phase of the wave of extreme right violenee in Germany. The results for

the year 1992, however, with a moderately strong effect of extreme right violenee on

the asylum debate and no reverse effect, suggest that onee the ghost of extreme right

violence was out of the bottle, the asylum debate became more reactive in nature. This

probably was a result of the fact that the escalation of extreme right violenee itself

became a political problem, which negatively affected Germany's image abroad and

was increasingly seen as scaring away badly needed economic investments, especially

in the eastern part of the country. Thus, finding a way out of the political stalemate

around the asylum issue came to be seen not only as a way to decrease the influx of

refugees, but also as a means to stop the escalation of violence and its negative conse

quences for Germany. That the de-escalation of the asylum debate indeed had such

effects is demonstrated by the strong effect of the (in this period declining) intensity of

the asylum debate on the level of extreme right violence after the reaching of a com

promise among the main political parties in December 1992.

The Strategie Repertoire of the Extreme Right: The Relation Between Violenee

and Parties

The German case thus provides evidenee of the crucial role of political elites in defining

foreigners and asylum seekers as a social problem and in creating a potential for

extreme right mobilization. Whether similar mechanisms have been at work in other

West European countries cannot be analyzed here because of a lack of data. More can

be said from a comparative perspective, however, about the question under which con

ditions potentials for extreme right mobilization will find an outlet in extreme right

voting, violenee, or a combination of the two.

Prom the perspective of the grievanee model, extreme right voting and violenee would

be seen as two parallel forms in which the population's discontent concerning the pres

ence of foreigners and refugees, as weIl as scapegoating tendencies as a result of socio

economic deprivations can be expressed. This would lead us to expect a significant

positive relationship between levels of violenee and support for extreme right parties.

The hypotheses that can be derived from the opportunity model are less clear-cut. On

the one hand, the construction of foreigners and refugees as a political problem may be

seen as increasing the opportunities for both forms of extreme right mobilization, which

would lead us to expect a positive (spurious) correlation between voting and violenee.

On the other hand, the opportunity model assumes that social movement participants
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make rational ehoiees among available strategie alternatives to pressure politieal elites.

Because violence is a relatively eostly strategy in terms of risks of repression and of

moral sanctions, we may assume that violence will be mitigated where less eostly alter

natives are available, Le., where extreme right parties playa significant role within the

political system.

Figure 6 allows us to compare the level of extreme right voting, as measured by the

average percentage of votes for extreme right parties in national elections between 1986

and 199431, and the level of violence, measured by the peak level of heavy violence per

million inhabitants reached in any of the years between 1988 and 1993 (see Figure 3), in

the different countries analyzed in this paper32• For Great Britain, uo figures for heavy

violence are available, but other indicators we discussed at the beginning of this paper

indieate that the British level of raeist violence is eomparatively high.

Fig. 6: Relation between Violence Level
and Extreme Right Voting
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To begin with, it is clear that the figure does not support the hypothesis of a positive

relationship between extreme right voting and violence. The eountry with the highest

level of violence, Germany, has the second-Iowest level of extreme right voting, while

"

31 Figures (with the exception of those for Norway) were taken from Kriesi (1994: 37), updated for
Germany and Denmark to include recent elections. A list of parties included for each country can be
found in this source.
32 For France, the peak level of violence in general was used (Figure 2).
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the three eountries with the lowest level of violenee (Norway, France, and Denmark)

display the strongest support for extreme right parties. These results, as well as the

result for Great Britain, whieh eombines a high level of violenee with very little eleetor

al support for extreme right parties, seem to be more in line with the opportunity

modells strategie alternative hypothesis. As we saw earlier (Table 5), as regards the fre

queney of xenophobie attitudes, Great Britain and Germany, on the one hand, and

Franee and Denmark, on the other do not differ signifieantly. However, this more or

less eomparable extreme right potential translates in radieally different outeomes: an

eleetorally weak extreme right and high levels of violenee in the first two countries, and

strong parties and low levels of violenee in the other two. Two eountries in the figure t

however, clearly deviate from this pattern: in the Netherlands, both violence and

eleetoral support for the extreme right are low, and in Switzerland both are relatively

high. This might be explained by the other element of the opportunity model, which

states that both the extent of extreme right violenee and voting depend on the degree Qf

problematization of foreigners and refugees. The fact that in the Netherlands xenopho- >,

bic attitudes are significantly less widespread than in the other countries in Table 5 fits

this hypothesis. Aecording to this reasoning, to aeeount for the results in Figure 6,

xenophobie attitudes in Switzerland should be significantly more widespread than in the

other countries. Unfortunately, the lack of comparable data for Switzerland makes it

impossible to verify this, although the faet that the Swiss electorate has on several occa

sions voted for restrietive policies towards foreigners in referenda might point in this

direetion.

A problem affecting any cross-national comparison of extreme right voting is that the

label "extreme right parties" (or "raeist parties") does not always refer to exact1y the

same thing. The German Republikaner, the French Front National, the Dutch Centrum

democraten, and the British National Party may be roughly comparable, but whether

this is also true for radical conservative parties such as the Danish Progress Party or the

Swiss Autopartei, or for parties with a strong regionalist component such as the !talian

Lega or the Flemish Vlaams Blok, is more doubtful.

This problem may be circumvented by comparing the relation between extreme right

voting and violenee among regions within one polity, where the composition of the

party system is more or less a eonstant. Data which allow such a eomparison are avail

able for Switzerland and Germany. For Switzerland, Gentile (1995: 57) finds no signifi

cant correlation between extreme right voting and violence levels in the twenty-six
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cantons33. A similar analysis for the sixteen GermanBundesländer, correlating the level

of violence from 1992 to 1994 with an index of extreme right voting based on the

results in the European elections of 1989, the 1990 national elections and the most

recent Land elections before 1991, produces a negative relation (-.55, p=.01)34. Partic

ularly the contrast between the 1I0 ld ll and the IInewll federal states is in line with the

strategie alternative hypothesis: in the five eastern states, extreme right parties are much

weaker than in the West, while the level of violence is generally much higher. The dif

ferences in violence levels among the eleven western states (including Berlin) can also

to a large extent be explained by the previous election results of extreme right parties:

the two Bundesländer that have by far the lowest level of violence (Bavaria and Bre

men) were also the two states where the extreme right had been most succesful before

the start of the wave of violence.

Longitudinal comparison, however, tends to show a positive correlation between voting .

and violence. Most West European countries have not only seen a rise of extreme right >.

violence in recent years, but also an increase in electoral support for extreme right par

ties. And in Germany not only violence, but also electoral results of the extreme right

peaked during the height of the asylum debate35•

The evidence on the relation between extreme right voting and violence is thus ambig

UOUS, which is not entirely unexpected given the contradictory hypotheses that can be

derived from the opportunity model. The IIproblematizationll of foreigners and refugees

within the political debate that has occurred in many countries in recent years has

increased the potential for both forms of extreme right mobilization simultaneously.

However, where strong extreme right parties succeeded in channeling this potential, its

effects on extreme right violence have remained limited. If this analysis is correct, the

explanation for the fact that countries like France and Denmark have been spared from

the wave of violence against foreigners is not that extreme right and racist attitudes find

less support among the general public and within the political system than elsewhere,

but, on the contrary, that in these countries the extreme right and the xenophobie atti

tudes it stands for had already become part of IIpolitics-as-usualll in the 1980s.

33 Restricting the analysis to the German-speaking cantons, in order to control for the differences among
the party systems of the different language regions, leads to the same result.
34 The index has values from zero to three. A point was added when the extreme right had scored more
!han 6% in the European elections, more than 2.5% in the national elections, or more than 2.5% in aLand
election.
35 The best result the extreme right parties booked in the Baden-Württemberg Land elections in April
1992, where they gained more than 12% of the vote.
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Conclusions

Despite the difficulties involved in comparing data gathered by different institutions and

researchers, who each have their own definitional eriteria and registration procedures, it

is possible to arrive at rough indications of the extent of raeist and extreme right vio

lence in different West European countries. Contrary to the common image, Germany

does not emerge as an exceptional ease, but has a level of violence that is comparable

to, or in some respects even lower than that in Great Britain and Switzerland. France,

Denmark, and Norway have relatively low levels of violence in recent years, while

Sweden and the Netherlands occupy intermediary positions.

I have tried to account for these differences by applying theories from the social

movement literature to the development of extreme right violence. Although further

research into the mobilizing structures, networks and ideology of the extreme right and

into the connections between extreme right organizations and the perpetrators of vio-,

lence would be needed to verify this, the fact that social movement theories can be fmit

fully applied to extreme right and raeist violence offers indirect support for the assump

tion that extreme right and racist violence ean be seen as part of the action repertoire of

a broader extreme right movement.

However, not all soeial movement theories semtinized here turned out to be equally

helpful. We found little support for the grievance model, which sees social movements

as a more or less spontaneous reaction to objeetively and subjectively aggrevating con

ditions. Thus, the relative size of the foreign population in a country is unrelated to

levels of raeist violence. Moreover, levels of extreme right violence cannot be explained

by differences in the spread of xenophobie attitudes, since such attitudes tend to be as

widespread in countries with low violence levels such as France, as in eountries with

high violence levels such as Germany. The only finding that is in line with the griev

ance model is that a strong correlation exists between violence levels and the influx of

refugees in recent years, although the British case shows that high refugee numbers are

not a necessary condition for high levels of raeist violence.

This exception, as wen as the absence of a connection between objective conditions and

subjective grievances against foreigners and refugees point out that mechanisms should

be identified that ean explain under which conditions foreigners and refugees can come

to be defined as a soeial problem, and under which conditions such adefinition wi11lead

to extreme right violence. Here the opportunity explanation of soeial movement devel

opment provides helpful insights. In this perspective, the cmcial role of political elites

in the definition and interpretation of a given state of affairs as a soeial and politieal
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problem is stressed. The problematization of foreigners and refugees by political elites

ensures that extreme right mobilization can reckon with high media resonance and

favourable chances of substantive success. The opportunity model predicts that partic

ularly a situation in which the issue is high on the political agenda, elites are divided,

but at the same time nothing substantive is done about the identified problem, is very

condueive to soeial movement mobilization.

Such a situation prevailed in Germany in the early 1990s during the debate on changing

the constitutional right to political asylum, which led to intense conflicts among and

within the main political parties, and kept the asylum issue for one-and-a-half years on

top of the political and media agendas. Asa result of this debate, the extreme right and

raeist groups could emerge from their political ghetto. Although heavy violence was of

course routinely condemned by the media and by leading politicians, the extreme right

suddenly found support for its view of foreigners and refugees as an unbearable burden

for Germany, and was able to reach a number of substantive victories, which encour

aged further mobilization. Time series analysis shows that, indeed, the escalation of the

asylum debate had a strong effect on the subsequent rise of extreme right violence.

Likewise, the de-escalation of the asylum debate after the change of the constitution in

December 1992, robbed the extreme right of its favourable opportunity structure, and

led to a decline in the level of violence. The German example thus shows that it is not

the influx of large numbers of foreigners as such, but the problematization of this situa

tion by political elites that is deeisive for the mobilization of extreme right and racist

potentials. This is further demonstrated by the counter-example of the Aussiedler

question, which, judging by objective standards, was at least as "problematic" as the

refugee issue, but was dealt with by the political parties in an undramatic, non-polariz

ing way, and was finally solved by a simple, but effective, change in application proce

dures.

To explain why extreme right and raeist potentials lead to violence we need, however,

to take into account an additional factor, namely the strength of extreme right parties.

Violence and parties are the two most important forms of extreme right mobilization,

and can, within the opportunity perspective, be seen as strategie alternatives for activists

and adherents. Comparative analyses largely confirm this hypothesis. Countries with

high levels of violence, stich as Great Britain and Germany, tend to be those where

extreme right parties are relatively weak and with little influence within the political

system. Countries such as France and Denmark display the opposite pattern, with strong

and relatively influential extreme right parties but low levels of violence. This is not to

deny that the discourse of extreme right parties can sometimes stiinulate the use of vio-
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lence against foreigners, or that party activists are sometimes involved in violence.

Nevertheless, the data show that, on the whole, this positive relation is relatively weak.

In general, strang extreme right parties serve to limit the potential for extreme right

violence. In a similar fashion, a combination of nationalist rhetoric by established par

ties and swift and effective policies restricting the rights of foreigners and refugees may

have the same preemptive effect. The question, of course, is whether ethnic minorities

in Western Eurape are in the end better off in such a situation of institutionalized

racism.
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