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Abstract
This article reconstructs four ideal types of biographical self-descriptions outlining radi-
calisation processes that are based on longitudinal biographical interviews conducted 
with male (former) right-wing extremists. In the first self-description, the biographers 
explain how they were born into radicalised families whose ideological norms and values 
they adopted without question. The second self-description outlines how the biographers’ 
actions were guided by a longing for stability and community. Initially, ideology plays a 
tangential role, with involvement in Kameradschaften and violence providing key momen-
tum. In the third self-description, biographers refer to their German heritage and glorify 
National Socialism. They see themselves as guardians of the German Volk, and partly 
resort to violence to defend this idea. The fourth self-description outlines engagement with 
right-wing extremism as an outlet for frustrations with social discrimination. During our 
analysis, we examine whether any of these ideal types also correspond to self-descriptions 
given by Islamists, concluding that the latter do indeed describe their pathways into radi-
calisation in a similar manner.

Keywords Right-wing extremism · Narrative criminology · Biography · Qualitative 
research · Empirical study

Introduction

Right-wing extremism poses an obvious risk to individuals, society and the democratic 
order both in Germany and throughout Europe. Research that provides insights into pro-
cesses of radicalisation—that is, an engagement with right-wing extremist views and 
violent acts—is thus necessary. The many violent crimes that have been committed by 
right-wing extremists in Germany in recent years attest to the growing relevance of the 

Kameradschaft translates as “comradeship” or “fellowship” and is a title often adopted by far-right 
militant groups.
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phenomenon1 and indicate rising social tensions and polarisation (Zick, 2017, p. 16).2 
Right-wing extremism goes beyond right-wing populism, the latter of which is based 
on a distinction between “the people” and “the elite”, nativism and populism (Boehnke 
& Thran, 2019). Although, as a phenomenon, right-wing extremism cannot be subject to 
a single definition (much like Islamism; see Snow & Byrd, 2007), at its core lie central 
components of extreme right-wing ideologies3: assumptions of inequality based on innate 
characteristics or cultural features that overemphasise one’s belonging to a specific ethnic 
group, xenophobic or racist attitudes and group-focused enmity whereby individuals “are 
judged to be unequal and subjected to the hostile mindsets of denigration and exclusion 
based on their chosen or assumed membership of a group” (Heitmeyer, 2005, p. 64). In 
general, a key feature of extremism is the construction of a singular self-identity that is out-
wardly defended (Berger, 2018, p. 579). Furthermore, right-wing extremism is character-
ised by visions of an authoritarian and anti-democratic order and the promotion of violence 
as a means to achieve this goal. Manifest right-wing extremism is expressed in politically 
motivated criminal acts and in membership of far-right political parties, Kameradschaften 
and subcultural groups (see Frank & Glaser, 2018; Pfahl-Traughber, 2006).

In this paper, we reconstruct ideal-typical biographical self-descriptions based on 
respondents’ chosen self-portrayal. This enables us to understand latent elements and 
motives behind certain actions. We take a narrative criminology approach, whereby analy-
sis is based on the stories told by offenders (see Presser, 2009). We investigate how the 
radicalisation process unfolds from a biographical perspective. Narrative analysis looks 
at the narrator’s life to see how extreme orientations create a sense of identity and guide 
actions, thus allowing relevant patterns of orientation to be identified for the radicalisation 
phase (see Frank & Glaser, 2018, p. 358). The fundamental assumption of biographical 
analysis is that far-right behavioural and patterns of orientation develop throughout a life-
long process during which family histories as well as extra-familial and life experiences 
interact (see Köttig, 2008). In line with a genuinely qualitative research logic, the recon-
structed self-descriptions emphasise those elements stated as relevant by the interviewees; 
no external concepts are imposed. They lead to an empirically founded classification of 
biographical self-descriptions of far-right radicalisation. During our analysis, we examine 
whether applying these self-descriptions to research into Islamist radicalisation would be 
constructive.

In the opening section of this paper, we define the term that underlies our analysis—rad-
icalisation—and provide an overview of existing research. We then go on to describe our 
methodology and sample. As we present our findings, we discuss each of the four recon-
structed typical biographical self-descriptions in turn while simultaneously looking at their 

1 Between 2000 and 2007, a group calling themselves Nationalsozialistischer Untergrund (National Social-
ist Underground) committed numerous murders and bomb attacks. 2015/16 saw a peak in politically moti-
vated violent offences targeted at refugee accommodation centres. In October 2015, a right-wing extremist 
stabbed a candidate running in the Cologne mayoral elections. In July 2016, a young right-wing extremist 
killed eight in a politically motivated attack in Munich. In June 2019, a politician was shot dead by a right-
wing extremist in Kassel. In October of the same year, two were killed during an anti-Semitic attack in 
Halle. And in February 2020, nine people were murdered during a racially motivated attack in Hanau.
2 See Kruglanski, Webber and Köhler (2019, pp. 8 et seq.) for an overview of the history of right-wing 
extremism in post-war Germany and a description of currently active parties.
3 Elshimi (2015) demonstrates that there is generally a plurality of perspectives with regard to Islamism, 
and this also applies to right-wing extremism.
4 All citations have been translated by Nivene Raafat and Lyam Bittar unless otherwise stated.
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relevance for Islamism. Finally, we draw conclusions and set out the limitations of this 
study as well as possible areas for further research.

The Term “Radicalisation” and Selected Current Research

We understand radicalisation processes as the process of turning to extremist attitudes. 
Building on Kemmesies (2006), we pragmatically consider extremism to be the attempt to 
change the social status quo, i.e. the free democratic order, using non-democratic, illegiti-
mate means, including violence (p. 11). In line with the general discourse (see McCauley 
& Moskalenko, 2008), in this article we focus on the radicalisation of non-state individuals 
and groups. Like McCauley and Moskalenko (2008, p. 416), we understand the process of 
radicalisation as follows: “radicalization means change in belief, feelings, and behaviors in 
directions that increasingly justify intergroup violence and demand sacrifice in defense of 
the ingroup.”

Definitions of “radicalism” or “danger” are invariably political and linked to the inter-
ests of national security agencies. Jukschat and Leimbach (2019, p. 11) call the term “radi-
calisation” a “hegemonial paradigm” due to its normativity. Those who are “radicalised” 
are drastically constructed as a socially problematic group (see Coppock & McGovern, 
2014; Leimbach, 2019). Deradicalisation and exit programmes have their roots in neo-
liberal governmentality (see Elshimi, 2015; an overview of counterterrorism strategies is 
offered by Hellmuth, 2015, pp. 86 et seq.). We are aware of these issues and so in this 
study, we examine individuals who have been convicted of relevant criminal offences and 
who have either thus been labelled “radical” or who self-identify as such; in any case, they 
have already had to grapple with this label.

During the process of radicalisation, a range of factors take effect at multiple levels 
(Bögelein et al., 2017; Borum, 2011a, b; Frindte et al., 2016; Kruglanski et al., 2019; Zick, 
2017). These operate not just on the individual, i.e. micro level, but also on the societal 
macro level (e.g. discrimination, injustice, conflict) as well as on the meso level, i.e. within 
groups (sense of community, friend–enemy distinction, group processes) (Meier et  al., 
2020; Frindte et al., 2016, p. 11).

What specific factors influence a person’s political radicalisation? Key influencing fac-
tors are perceived negative treatment by the police, a belief in law-abiding behaviour and 
risk seeking (Baier et al., 2016). Frindte et al. (2016) suggest radicalisation is the result of 
an inability to satisfactorily perform age-specific developmental tasks, such as belonging, 
acceptance and emotional support. Radicalised scenes offer solutions as well as tangible 
support to help deal with these developmental tasks. Social contacts, in particular, appear 
relevant (see Möller & Schumacher, n.d.). Those who turn to radical scenes display a lack 
of system integration (e.g. in terms of school) and consider themselves to be permanently 
and systematically disadvantaged, although this may not objectively be the case. They 
often lack communication skills, self-esteem and a capacity for empathy, and endorse mas-
culinist ideals. Right-wing extremists often foster certain traits of “hegemonic masculinity” 
(Connell, 1995) shown through openly expressed attitudes and beliefs, e.g. heterosexual-
ity, starting a family, serving one’s people and nation, a military mindset, unwillingness to 
compromise and toughness as well as acting as a leader and key decision-maker (Virchow, 
2011, p. 42). Pfeiffer (2016) observes that individuals are especially likely to come into 
contact with the far-right scene through family—with grandfathers, in particular, acting as 
a “catalyst” (p. 458)—school or within music and sports communities, a context for which 
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he coins the term “right-wing extremist experience” (Glaser & Pfeiffer, 2013). Music plays 
a significant role in the dissemination and development of far-right culture (Shaffer, 2017). 
An increased sense of patriotism is a risk factor for the restriction of certain groups’ reli-
gious rights (e.g. with regard to the construction of mosques) even among those who hold 
democratic beliefs (Canan, 2017).

Kraus and Mathes (2010) examined similarities between offenders classified by the 
police as right-wing extremist and other types of offenders. Offenders motivated by far-
right ideology more frequently committed violent crimes and there were considerable simi-
larities between this group and non-political violent offenders. At present, those suspected 
of far-right violence are no longer typical young delinquents; a shift is taking place in the 
age structure of suspected perpetrators of far-right violence. While in 2007, 51% of sus-
pects were juveniles and young adults, by 2017, this figure had sunk to just 7%, i.e. offend-
ers are getting older (Laube et  al., 2019). Willems and Steigleder (2003) also refute the 
theory that violent far-right offences can be considered typical adolescent acts, and instead, 
based on the based on the combination of offender and victim and the motive, consider 
them to be hate crimes.

Lützinger (2010) analysed the biographies of far-right extremists and identifies influ-
ences from explicitly ideological groups. Individuals interested in the ideology sometimes 
actively contact such groups, seeking their protection. Existing groups can also become 
radicalised. Furthermore, shared political interests can bring like-minded individuals 
together, and, finally, individuals are targeted for recruitment by radicalised groups. Ado-
lescents who do not identify with far-right ideology tend to join more traditional groups, 
such as sports clubs, compared to adolescents with far-right views (Möller & Schumacher, 
n.d.; Becker, 2010). Carlsson et  al. (2020) also emphasise the importance of groups. In 
interviews with former extremists, they identified three basic conditions for radicalisation: 
poor social controls, interaction with individuals close to ideological groups as well as 
a stage of “meaning-making” and finding a sense of purpose within the group. Aligning 
one’s identity with one’s relationship to the group increases the individual’s willingness to 
engage in violence on its behalf. In their empirical study based on interviews with former 
right-wing extremists, Kruglanski et al. (2019) found evidence to support their 3N model 
of radicalisation, which is based on three essential elements: “needs” (of those becoming 
radicalised), “narratives” (cultural narratives that set out how commitment to the move-
ment satisfies the aforementioned needs) and “networks” (that exert both an informative as 
well as a normative influence). Snow and Byrd (2007) also explain, taking Islamism as an 
example, how important the framing of a radicalised social movement is for mobilisation; 
this must be diagnostic (what is going wrong?), prognostic (what needs to be done?) and 
motivational (why am I doing it?).

In terms of the radicalisation process itself, studies demonstrate a range of processes at 
work. Eckert (2013) identifies stages in which hostility towards those seen as foreign leads 
to xenophobia and, ultimately, to far-right ideology. Feeling unsettled by the unfamiliar 
leads to group consciousness and the exclusion of others who are considered to be “worth 
less”. This then increases the perceived threat and, ultimately, innate characteristics are 
accorded higher value while those without such features are seen as inferior. These moral 
values finally become absolute, superseding all other loyalties. In a study of the far-right 
skinhead scene, Möller and Schumacher (n.d.) were able to identify four patterns of radi-
calisation (see Möller & Schumacher, n.d.): “Witnessing interethnic competition”, “Belief 
in the cultural hegemony of interpretations based on racial hierarchies”, “[Political] sup-
plementation of the partial integration of youth culture” and “Community rebellion”. Böge-
lein and Meier (2020) identified four typical paths into radicalisation. “Path dependency” 
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sees individuals led into radicalisation by their immediate social environment; there is no 
political motivation. Then, there is a stage in which self-evident truths amalgamate into 
convictions (“self-evident-turns-into-conviction”). While extremist ideology might be 
present in their social environment, ego specifically seeks out contact to external radical 
groups. In “allegiance”, the individual encounters the ideology through a group, with ego 
initially looking for belonging rather than political affiliation. In “ideology”, no right-wing 
extremist ideology is present in ego’s immediate social environment, which is why ego 
actively seeks out far-right groups that share its convictions. Lastly, a study by Colvin and 
Pisoiu (2018) demonstrated that far-right violent offenders invoke the values of their sub-
cultural scene and the fundamental values of the wider culture to justify their offences. In 
contrast to non-political offenders, they make no secret of their objective to establish their 
ideology as the wider societal norm, e.g. by using certain tropes—allusions to their under-
lying ideological beliefs—as a matter of course (e.g. disparaging terms for certain groups).

Data and Methodology

Biographical Research

In line with sociological biographical research, we understand “biographies” to be a social 
construct that is neither inherently individual nor subjective, but refers to collective rules, 
discourses and social frameworks. In its lived course and retrospective examination, biog-
raphy is always both an individual and a collective product (Rosenthal, 2014). Biographical 
research analyses biographical constructions that individuals develop to interpret their own 
life and to build on a blueprint that can guide their actions and life course. This research 
also contributes to the process of gaining an understanding of the other, i.e. an understand-
ing of the lived process of becoming who we are now (Rosenthal, 2014). Our aim is to seek 
out process structures within individual biographies as, like Schütze (1983, p. 284), we 
proceed on the assumption

that there are elementary forms of these process structures which, in principle, are 
present in all life courses – even if only marginally in some cases […] and that there 
are systematic combinations of such elementary process structures that are socially 
relevant as they offer certain predestined life trajectories.

Our understanding of biographies differs from prevention projects that work with former 
extremists (for an overview, see Gansewig & Walsh, 2020) where biographers are attrib-
uted a natural, individual authenticity and the story itself is used to serve a certain purpose. 
Our approach involves reconstructing how the narrator perceived an experience as it took 
place and thus aims to reveal the structures that shaped the narrator’s course of action. Our 
aim is not to ascertain the truthfulness of the account. Empirical social research, which is 
always based on retrospection and thus subject to rationalisation, can never fulfil this aim. 
The following analysis makes a valuable contribution to existing research by pinpointing 
ideal-typical biographical self-descriptions established, in the tradition of reconstructive 
research, via an analysis of individual narratives.

The biographies were collected during narrative interviews with individuals who are or 
have engaged in right-wing extremism or Islamism. These interviews were analysed based 
on Rosenthal’s (1995) interview analysis method: first, we analysed the biographical data/
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sequence of events. By putting forth initial and subsequent hypotheses, the experience at 
the time of an event (experienced life history) is reconstructed and a hypothetical structure 
is developed that reveals the mechanisms governing the action taken by the biographer in 
their narrative. In a subsequent step, text and thematic field analysis, the main interview 
narrative is sequenced according to the speaker, the text type and the theme. The purpose 
is to reconstruct the biographer’s self-interpretation (narrated life story) and to ascertain 
the interest guiding their framing of the past. The reconstruction of the life history enriches 
biographical data with extracts from the interview to support, expand or dismiss hypoth-
eses. These steps were enhanced with detailed analyses of incomprehensible, ambiguous or 
particularly interesting sections of the interview. Moreover, we analysed the initial stages 
of the conversation for each interview as the biographer’s selective responses during this 
phase provide key information about their motives for a certain self-portrayal. The final 
stage, in which we contrast the narrated against the experienced life history for each case 
study, highlights differences between the two levels, i.e. between the biographer’s past and 
present perspective. Subsequent to an analysis of each individual case, a “comparative con-
trast” (Bohnsack, 2014, p. 26) was conducted, which allowed ideal-typical self-descriptions 
to be established based on constituent features (see Kelle & Kluge, 2010), which form the 
results of our analysis. In the “Ideal Types of Biographical Self-descriptions of Radicalisa-
tion” section, we outline the four resulting biographical self-descriptions of radicalisation.

Description of the Sample

This was a longitudinal research project. Between April 2018 and July 2020, we con-
ducted biographical narrative interviews in two waves. Of the 21 males5 surveyed in 
wave 1, nine respondents can be categorised as far-right extremists and three consid-
ered Islamists. One person was an (apolitical) violent hooligan and another was for-
merly active with Antifa. Although we focused on individuals who are or were either 
right-wing extremists or Islamists, there were seven additional interviewees who—in 
addition to the apolitical hooligan and the former Antifa activist—were not suitable 
for our sample and thus not included in our analysis.6 After 12 months, we were able 
to conduct a second wave of interviews with eight individuals (seven from the far-
right scene, one Islamist). The following analysis thus draws upon a total of 20 inter-
views with twelve individuals. The interviews lasted between 34 and 172 min and the 
majority were conducted in prisons. The respondents were aged between 23 and 43 at 
the time of interview. Eight individuals have experienced (sometimes severe) violence 
within the family setting; seven respondents grew up in single-parent households, with 
grandparents or in care, and one sought refuge in Germany as an unaccompanied minor 
and lived in the country without any parental supervision.

5 It was not our intention to only speak with males, but we were unable to find a female willing to be inter-
viewed. However, the world of organised, violent far-right extremism is generally male dominated; over 
90% of such offences are carried out by men (Bitzan, 2017).
6 They contacted the team for interview because their prison and other institutions were convinced their 
religious beliefs also implied that they must hold radical views (see also the remarks made by Coppock & 
McGovern, 2014, on how young British Muslims are constructed as a “suspect community” and thus sub-
jected to state surveillance). However, they presented neither radical views nor evidenced any form of close 
contact to right-wing extremist or Islamist scenes when interviewed and so could provide no relevant mate-
rial regarding radicalisation.
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The point at which interviewees became involved in right-wing extremism differs 
considerably. Two respondents were born into a right-wing extremist family, i.e. they 
have been exposed to far-right ideology since birth. Five of the respondents encoun-
tered the far-right scene in their (early) youth, between the ages of ten and 16. Two 
individuals became involved in the scene relatively late: despite showing xenopho-
bic views early on, one interviewee only became actively involved in organised far-
right groups at 28. The other respondent only encountered right-wing extremism in 
their late 30s, going on to commit serious, politically motivated offences. At least six 
respondents are or have been involved in Kameradschaften and/or political parties and 
have committed politically motivated violent crimes. Two respondents were partici-
pating in deradicalisation programmes at the time of interview, two others have inde-
pendently distanced themselves from far-right ideology, and the remaining five (partly 
due to their incarceration) have cut ties with right-wing extremist organisations but 
have largely retained right-wing views, with their ideology sometimes becoming more 
extreme in the prison setting.

Among Islamists, motives and pathways into radicalisation also differ. One respond-
ent grew up in a strictly religious environment with a family that became radicalised 
during his youth and migrated to their country of origin (from which they had fled to 
Germany) to join an Islamist movement. An—initially non-practising—Muslim turned 
to Islamism at barely 20 years of age, and the third respondent—also just before turn-
ing 20—developed a close bond to a devout Muslim male and became radicalised. Two 
of these men gave up heavy alcohol and drug use after engaging in Islamism, and all 
three were active in Islamist group structures throughout their radicalisation. However, 
none committed an act of ideologically motivated violence. Two respondents have 
distanced themselves from radical ideology during their prison sentence; it remained 
unclear whether this is also true for the third.

Ideal Types of Biographical Self‑descriptions of Radicalisation

The following section presents four types of biographical self-descriptions of radicalisation 
that we have reconstructed based on the self-presentations given by the interviewees (here-
after referred to as “biographers”). The various ideal types were reconstructed based on the 
16 interviews (from waves 1 and 2) conducted with nine right-wing extremist biographers. 
In a subsequent step, we examine each ideal type in turn to assess its relevance for the four 
interviews (taken from both waves) conducted with three Islamist biographers.

The first names stated in the following sections are all randomly chosen pseudonyms. 
This is partly to improve the readability of the article (compared to using, e.g. code names) 
but also to ensure the biographers’ anonymity. To illustrate how we identified the four 
ideal-typical self-descriptions, we offer specific examples and particularly relevant, exten-
sive extracts from the interviews, which also provide an authentic view of the lifeworlds of 
the biographers and their justifications for their actions. These extracts have been edited 
slightly to improve readability. The identified types are initially described in abstract form 
and then illustrated more specifically using examples from the biographies.
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Born into the Profession

In this ideal type (taken from an interview with Marc), the narrator is born into a far-
right ideology that is presented as perfectly normal and defended through the use of vio-
lence and criminal offences. Within the family context, the biographers are subjected to 
an extreme worldview and its associated values without being able to consider whether 
they share these ideas. The narrator is made—under the use of, sometimes violent, 
authoritarian force—to adopt the family way of life by the parental generation, usually 
a dominant father. Over time, however, the ideology becomes an active and violent part 
of life. The biographers initially offer a detailed description of their radicalism and their 
substantial involvement in the scene, before outlining their deradicalisation; this bio-
graphical self-description is only given by former extremists. The process of becoming 
deradicalised begins during adolescence when young adults start to critically question 
their role within the family and their ideology. This distancing is triggered by a relation-
ship that is strictly prohibited by the family’s ideology. As the family has such close ties 
to the far-right scene, distancing oneself from the ideology invariably means distancing 
oneself from one’s family. Here we can draw parallels to Sigl’s (2018) “Disengagement 
as emancipation from the family and social consolidation” pattern, which also refers 
to involvement with an ideology through one’s family that begins in childhood. In her 
model, too, deradicalisation is only possible if the subject steps away from their family.

Biographer Marc highlights the unique nature of his radicalisation when he says: “I 
was pushed into the profession, grew up in it and RAISED that way, too.” His choice of 
words emphasises the passiveness and the need to adopt his family’s traditions. During 
his upbringing, he was subjected to far-right ideology and grew up in a “profession” that 
was strictly isolated from mainstream society, as the following extract illustrates:

“That was always strictly off limits. They always said, ONLY us, only our views, only 
our club, only our … Yes. So, only what was in that circle. Anything beyond wasn’t 
part of US. Was nothing to do with us. Was nothing we had contact with.” (Marc)

Being cut off from the outside world makes it difficult to challenge the far-right ide-
ology. The biographer’s emphasis on “ONLY”, “we” and “us” also makes clear a feeling 
of elitism: he is a member of a group that defines itself as superior (see Berger, 2018, 
pp. 54 et seq.).

Franz is also born into a far-right family. During his youth, he is exposed not only to 
ideological meetings between adults but to alcohol, drugs and crime, and his upbring-
ing is shaped by violence. He forms close attachments solely to family members and 
his parents’ far-right friends as well as their children. There is no contact with children 
outside of this ideological context. This is partly because Franz is taught in constantly 
changing schools, making it difficult for him to establish relationships with peers, which 
is something his parents wish to avoid. He feels he belongs in the far-right scene:

“So with skinheads. With lots of skinheads. That was like, you know, my place, where 
I felt I belonged. Where I, like, felt this strong sense of community. People always 
happy to see you there. And, of course, to force their crap down your throat, to put 
it bluntly. But at that time, they were just like my family, they were friends. And what 
they did was normal for me. I mean, I didn’t know anything else.” (Franz)

Isolation from mainstream society as dictated by their ideology is, as shown in this 
biographical self-description, actively pushed by the parental generation as outlined 
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above and is a key aspect in the biographer’s life. Far-right ideology forms a constant 
during a childhood and adolescence marked by a lack of emotional security and protec-
tion within the family. Marc’s relationship to his mother is strained; his far-right father’s 
parenting style is authoritarian and violent. Nonetheless, the latter serves as a role 
model for Marc, who not only accepts but actively supports this worldview, not least to 
please his father. His father’s reaction to Marc getting a swastika tattoo at the age of 13 
illustrates this convincingly:

“Took off my T-shirt and then he saw the tattoo, his eyes just LIT UP, so much 
JOY! He grinned, said, ‘Oh, that’s fantastic!’ I thought to myself, like, er, sweet, 
okay, of course, cool, great, I was like, ‘Yeah, sweet!’ I mean, come one, who tat-
toos a swastika on the chest of a 13-year-old?” (Marc)

In Franz’s life, too, an emotional insecurity takes hold, exacerbated by constantly 
changing living arrangements, and right-wing extremism begins to take on an impor-
tant role. Franz becomes involved in the far-right scene, even away from his family, and 
engages in political violence. In his life story, however, deviant behaviour also takes 
place beyond the far-right scene, an example of concurrent non-political offences (see 
Kraus & Mathes, 2010). Yet, the intensity and frequency of offences exceed normal, 
ubiquitous and episodic juvenile delinquency (see also Willems & Steigleder, 2003) and 
the offences are often racially motivated:

“And if some foreigner comes along and, just, you know, gives you a dirty look 
and you’re already geared up for the whole ‘Hey, what does he want?’ And then 
it just blows up in an instant. And you don’t hold back at all, you just swing away. 
And that’s what I did.” (Franz)

Marc, too, encounters violence, not only at the hands of his father but also as a per-
petrator. He emphasises that although he was born into the far-right scene, he did not 
remain passive. It is important for him to have agency, which he acquires by exerting 
power over others. Here a feeling of elitism drives his actions. He employs physical 
strength and stresses that he can hold his own. In addition to offences that are not linked 
to the far-right scene, such as drug trafficking and tax fraud, he also commits far-right 
offences, such as violent participation in political demonstrations and blackmailing, 
abuse and attacks targeted at individuals perceived as foreign:

“If there were, like, some Arabs or African people that I encountered on the way 
to school, I’d pull off their school bag, give them a wallop, batter them, to let them 
know: ‘You don’t belong here, piss off!’” (Marc)

Throughout the interviews, Marc and Franz present themselves as former members 
of the far right and deride the ideology both linguistically and in terms of its values. 
Both are able to free themselves from the ideology and their respective families through 
relationships with women who belong to groups that they once looked down upon, and 
they begin to question the far-right ideas that had previously shaped their lives and their 
thinking. Franz summarises this transformation in the following:

“I was, well, like I said, geared up for it. Like: ‘If it’s not German, it has no place 
here,’ to put it plainly, you know. That’s how it was. Otherwise none of it would 
have happened. But that’s all gone. Now I despise it. Because everyone has the 
right, irrespective of where they come from, their ethnicity, what dialect they 
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speak, whatever. We’re all human beings. And I think being together is better than 
being against one another.” (Franz)

Can the “Born into the profession” ideal type be applied to Islamism? One of the 
Islamist biographers, Jamal, describes how he is born within a devout community into 
a family that is becoming radicalised and lacks external influences. His childhood is 
marked by uncertainty surrounding his residential status as a refugee in Germany, reli-
ance on state benefits and structural discrimination. Furthermore, there were challenges 
within the family, such as his parents’ separation and separation from his stepfather, 
as well as an authoritarian upbringing occasionally punctuated by violence. A mosque, 
which also provides a forum for radical imams, is a key setting for his family. Jamal 
appears to show little interest in the quasi-religious ideology and instead devotes his 
time to activities usually enjoyed by teenagers: “[A]t that time, I played this game, 
Warcraft, and I […] sort of wanted to go to the sermon [in the mosque], but I also 
wanted to play”. But he becomes radicalised along with his family, adopts the ideol-
ogy without question and emigrates to join a militant Islamist movement. Jamal por-
trays himself as a passive follower, echoing the right-wing extremists on which this 
ideal type is based. However, Jamal does not attribute the same level of importance to 
his disengagement from the ideology as those (former) far-right biographers as it is not 
addressed in his interview.

Kind of Looking for a Family

A longing for support and a sense of community that are lacking in the family of origin 
or in foster or children’s homes underlies this ideal type, the title of which is taken from 
an interview with Damian. Biographical disruptions and difficult stages of life are inter-
preted as triggers for a shift towards right-wing extremist structures. In this ideal-typical 
biographical self-description, too, the biographers are initially victims within the family 
before becoming perpetrators of violence. Early contact to Kameradschaft members is also 
characteristic; given the lack of social ties, members seem to be targeted for recruitment 
into the scene. Kameradschaften know how to offer potential members just what they are 
looking for. The right-wing extremist experience (Glaser & Pfeiffer, 2013), which is shaped 
by solidarity, shared activities and collective acts of violence, is (initially) more important 
than ideology. The determinant factors of this type of biographical self-description are a 
childhood spent in a family where conflict is commonplace, experience of disintegration 
in one’s school and professional career, deviant behaviour and an attraction to right-wing 
extremist groups that is driven more by personal rather than ideological motives, as the 
examples demonstrate (see also Gansewig & Walsh, 2020).

Disruptions and discontinuities in both private and institutional settings have an impact 
on biographer Damian’s life. As a child, he experiences violence and abuse within his fam-
ily and grows up in foster/children’s homes. His educational and professional life is also 
marked by instability. Despite positive experiences with some parental figures, he does not 
feel he belongs to the world that exists beyond the far-right scene. This ideal-typical self-
description is characterised by longing: “Well, I’d say I was kind of looking for a family, 
and in the far-right scene, that’s where I found my place” (Damian). The far-right scene 
offers a sense of belonging, solidarity and community and is one constant in an otherwise 
chaotic life. Damian uses his early experiences of violence to justify his high propensity for 
violent behaviour:
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“Violence has actually shaped my entire life so far. Whether the fact that back then, 
in/ when I was around four, I witnessed my stepfathers, you know, battering my mum 
(.) or sexually abusing my siblings/ sisters. So violence was always a big part of my 
life.” (Damian)

Violence and crime play a key role in this type of biographical self-description. For 
Damian, too, violence is a hobby, with opponents and occasions for such behaviour being 
of minor importance. Football matches and far-right demonstrations are opportunities for 
confrontation with political opponents (i.e. Antifa):

“I actually only found the protests interesting because of the violence. Yeah, it was 
like my second hobby after football. Like all the fights with Antifa. So that was actu-
ally the main reason why I actually showed up at all the protests.” (Damian)

Damian also gradually becomes susceptible to the ideology. He joins a Kameradschaft 
and supports the election campaign of a right-wing party under surveillance by Germany’s 
domestic intelligence agency, also gaining a sense of solidarity from political discussions. 
He continues to perpetrate violence away from the scene as well, and his acts soon far 
exceed the typical level of teenage delinquency:

“What have I done? Theft, embezzlement, dealing in stolen goods, blackmail, van-
dalism, assault, assault, assault, grievous bodily harm. Mental CRUELTY, assault, 
grievous bodily harm, theft, assault as part of a group, breach of the peace on sev-
eral counts. Grievous bodily harm with an object. Is that what it’s called? With a 
weapon, I think.” (Damian)

A characteristic feature of this type of self-description is an engagement in and disen-
gagement from the scene that take place at a very young age (no later than early adult-
hood). Disengagement—for Damian, this was initiated by the sight of his younger brother 
scribbling swastikas and Damian’s desire to be a better role model to him—means the cut-
ting of all ties with the previous milieu, which consists exclusively of scene members, as 
well as an end to delinquent behaviour. The most important issue for Damian thus remains 
a search for belonging. Damian is able to undergo this significant change thanks to the 
support of a deradicalisation project, with support workers taking on a key role. Making a 
fresh start ideologically is also important in this ideal type as the old ideology is unlearned 
and reconsidered from a critical standpoint. Damian had already independently chosen to 
reject the ideology.

Can this typical self-description, “Kind of looking for a family”, which describes radi-
calisation as the result of a longing for support and community, also be found in Islamism? 
Murat and Valentin argue that their radicalisation was driven by such motivations. Both 
turn to Islamism during difficult periods in their lives, become significantly radicalised and 
find structure, reliable friendships, food and shelter, as well as meaningful norms and val-
ues, within the community structure. Both turn away from their families, as well as non-
religious friends, and live solely in this radical group.

Murat’s non-religious parents immigrated to Germany. He encounters violence in his 
family, has issues at school, is violent himself and commits criminal offences. After receiv-
ing support from youth services and a relationship breakdown, he falls into a depression, 
starts drinking and begins researching Islam online:

“Because I just didn’t get on with my parents and was just drinking and hanging 
around at home and watching these IS videos. Then you just eventually lose all sense 
of reality, like. Then eventually you just want to get out there, simple as. And it’s 
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about escape but you’re also a bit fed up with everything. So you just don’t want, I 
just lost the will to live, that was it. But I didn’t have a life. Just alcohol, drugs and 
then a bit of Islam. I just couldn’t bear myself.” (Murat)

In his search for purpose, he finds what he is looking for at a radical mosque, where 
he joins the worshippers, stops consuming alcohol and becomes radicalised within a short 
space of time:

“There was a man, he told us he was in Syria and fought and lost his leg and every-
one was so in awe of him, yeah, look at him, he’s been there and stuff. I admired him 
too, because everyone gave them so much respect, they are basically kings. Yeah, he 
said that he went and how great it is and stuff and to fight for God, that we shouldn’t 
listen to the news and that we should just focus on Islam. That it’s the right path.” 
(Murat)

Murat dresses and lives according to strict Islamic code, takes part in missionary work 
and decides to travel to Syria to carry out a suicide bomb attack, but he is arrested.

Religion also plays no role in Valentin’s household in a Muslim-majority country. After 
his father is murdered in a politically motivated attack, his mother sends him to Germany 
at the age of 17 out of fear that he might be recruited by Islamist groups. Upon arrival, he 
befriends a group of “compatriots” (Valentin) and engages in an intensive period of devi-
ance and drug use. When he meets a devout Muslim, who becomes his “spiritual teacher” 
(Valentin), he stops taking drugs and offending. He later establishes his own strictly reli-
gious group and actively spreads IS propaganda. He is sentenced to several years in prison 
for his role as an “information activist” (Valentin) online. Both biographers justify their 
radicalisation as a longing for support and community, exactly like the right-wing extrem-
ists on whose accounts this ideal type is based.

A Decent, Staunch, Upright German Family

In the “A decent, staunch, upright German family” (Rico) self-description, the process of 
far-right radicalisation can be traced back to traditions within the family, whereby empha-
sis is placed on perceived German values, such as strength, respect and order. The (great-)
grandparents’ generation openly glorify National Socialism (on the importance of fam-
ily, see Pfeiffer, 2016) and pass on these attitudes to subsequent generations. One feels 
as though one has been born into an elite group and looks down on those who look or 
seem different. (Violent) offences are thus justified as having origins that are perceived to 
be superior includes the right to pursue one’s own interests using violence (see Colvin & 
Pisoiu, 2018). The literature also makes reference to a “fascination with historical National 
Socialism” as well as “its relevant values or worldview promoted within the family of 
origin” as a cause variable for far-right radicalisation (for an overview, see Gansewig & 
Walsh, 2020). Even if those who would use this self-description decide to disengage from 
right-wing structures over the course of adulthood to go on to lead a crime-free life, they 
do not distance themselves from the ideology as the values of National Socialism and their 
assumed superiority are deeply connected to the way they view the world and themselves.

Biographers Rico and Christoph offer prime examples of this ideal type. Rico summa-
rises the values guiding his actions as “unity, strength, resolve. Having RESPECT for each 
other, the country, your mother, your grandmother, your grandfather”. In contrast to “Born 
into the profession”, the focus here is not on having been arbitrarily born into a certain 
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family but pride in the family tradition, which is predicated on National Socialism (in line 
with the findings put forth by Möller & Schumacher, n.d.):

“I visited my great-grandpa every day. He always gave me a banana and a piece 
of chocolate. And then he told stories and talked about the war. I listened to all the 
stories, like the heroic tales and so on. He never saw the war as a bad thing. He had 
been on the front lines, he served under Rommel. He was the proudest man in the 
world. And then they put him in his SS uniform, his magnificent black uniform. For 
me, that’s just something, when you see the pictures. Just amazing that he still had 
his uniform. It’s mine now. Let me tell you, it’s an incredible HEIRLOOM. And when 
he put his SS uniform on at the age of 90, when you saw how this stooped man sud-
denly stood straight as a rod again. Well, you can’t say a word against it. It CAN’T 
be wrong. Even when he was in a care home, he still had Adolf hanging above his 
bed. No one was allowed to touch it, not even to clean it. That was just his life, it 
was his world. And that’s what I saw from a young age, I never learned otherwise.” 
(Rico)

This inspires Rico’s own far-right ideology; he idolises the generation of his (great-)
grandparents, who are role models to him, and places more faith in his great-grandfather’s 
tales than in other sources. His great-grandfather’s pride rubs off on him; his own family’s 
history romanticises the crimes committed by Germany during the Second World War. His 
conclusion that National Socialism could not have been wrong if his great-grandfather was 
an enthusiastic follower is a characteristic feature of this self-description. This pronounced 
idea of elitism is applied to the modern day:

“And there [in initial accommodation provided to refugees] I learned to tell the dif-
ference between those that really NEED help and those swine7 that don’t belong here. 
I also think there are lots of Germans who don’t belong here. This is the land of poets 
and thinkers. We’re doing something for our country. We’re fighting for ourselves, 
and not people on benefits and I’m happy with that. We don’t need that.” (Rico)

Rico expresses group-focused enmity (see Heitmeyer, 2005) and legitimises violence 
against groups that do not conform to the “German values” (Rico) that he considers impor-
tant. This can apply to anyone, regardless of their nationality or background. This self-
presentation does not address the discrepancy between the narrator’s own actions, which 
are characterised by delinquent behaviour and result in a (significant) prison term, and the 
German values held in such high esteem.

Traditional gender roles—with masculinity associated with strength and determination 
(for more on hegemonic masculinity in right-wing extremism, see Virchow, 2011)—and a 
marked interest in militaria and weaponry also form part of this self-presentation. Chris-
toph practises martial arts and collects traditional firearms and other weapons: “My father, 
too, always had quite a lot of weapons and stuff like that hanging on the wall. Ammunition 
belts for machine guns and stuff.” He enlists with the German Army where, he states, he is 
likely to come into contact with right-wing extremists.

Rico is able to live out his racist and discriminatory worldview in Kameradschaften. His 
membership gives him a sense of identity and affirmation:

7 The authors strongly oppose any expressions used to disparage individuals or groups of people. However, 
we feel it is important to document these words in the context of our scientific analysis. Such dehumanising 
terms, which appear in many of the interviews we conducted, will be only reproduced minimally here so as 
not to encourage their use or proliferation.
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“And then I got roped into the first Kameradschaft. Where we lived, it was the Ham-
merskins back then. At 16, I first had contact with Blood and Honour, then [Kamer-
adschaft] that I cofounded. And then I gradually climbed up the ranks.” (Rico)

He commits several politically motivated offences, during which he describes himself as 
a custodian of German values, and employs violence, for example against people who use 
or sell drugs. The following extract shows just how deeply group-focused enmity (see Heit-
meyer, 2005) is also rooted in Rico’s worldview. He refers to this ideology to justify the use 
of violence and also the offences he commits in order to enrich himself:

“‘Druggies, people with some kind of addiction, junkies, people who don’t deserve to 
live’ is what they used to say. ‘People who poison themselves don’t deserve to live.’ 
We just took the junk off those people, chucked it down the drain. Took cash, phones. 
Got rid of all that poison so it wouldn’t carry on infecting the town, stuff like that.” 
(Rico)

The discrepancy between his own criminal behaviour and the condemnation and deni-
gration of those considered to be inferior is a characteristic feature of this ideal-typical 
biographical self-description and illustrates a pronounced sense of elitism.

Identification with a football club also plays a role in this self-description. The game 
itself is a way to bring members of the group together: “[S]itting around with comrades, 
football and raising our right arms and playing the national anthem and watching foot-
ball” (Christoph). But Christoph also sees his team’s games as an opportunity to engage in 
violence:

“Always went to the stadium at the weekend, always went to the football, you know. 
And I got involved in a scuffle every now and then. Fell in with the hooligan crowd 
a bit. Whatever that means. Never was actively involved in the hooligan scene, but 
I was in with those people. We would meet up, you know, at the ground or after the 
game and we’d just, you know, fight a bit and stuff, you know. Just to see who was 
strongest.” (Christoph)

Elsewhere, too, this self-description paints a picture of a biographer who, armed, domi-
nant and menacing, endorses violent behaviour and places importance on masculinity: 
“Robbery, blackmail, collecting payments. That’s how you make money. And doing it on 
request. You just go with the one who pays best” (Rico). The focus of the self-presentation 
shifts over the course of the narrative. He distances himself from his deviancy and goes on 
to presenting elitist, racist views as part and parcel of German identity. In line with family 
tradition, this is also passed on to one’s children, but the biographer seeks to dissuade them 
from pursuing a life of crime. This self-presentation sees no reason to distance oneself 
from far-right ideology: pride in one’s own convictions runs deep and is affirmed, even in 
prison:

“I’ve got the German Empire flag hanging in my window, IN my cell, I have military 
stuff in my cell. I’ve a bedspread in the same colours. I’ve got an IMPERIAL WAR 
FLAG as a screen for the toilet, a big, almost two-metre flag hanging in my CELL.” 
(Christoph)

We found no evidence in our interview material to suggest the “A decent, staunch, 
upright German family” ideal-typical self-description could apply to Islamism. It is, how-
ever, possible that it features within Islamism in different ways. A staunchly religious 
family—much like a staunchly nationalist family—could provide a sense of purpose and 
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cultivate an attitude that leads to those with different beliefs being viewed with contempt or 
even, as radicalisation intensifies, as the enemy.

You Felt Discriminated Against

This self-description, taken from an interview with Udo, is based partly on a longing for 
recognition, purpose and solidarity, but it is also characterised by a pronounced desire for 
power and a focus on authority, which firmly sets it apart from the “Kind of looking for a 
family” self-description. Despite a few difficulties, the family in this ideal type offers stabil-
ity and security, and is generally apolitical, or at least not as radical. An individual’s family 
or religious background is thus not the primary driver of radicalisation, which is another 
factor that sets this self-description apart from the other three. Instead, racist attitudes and 
a sense of inequality are legitimised by a subjectively perceived feeling of marginalisation. 
These attitudes are also justified as being the result of social developments and negative 
experiences with those of non-German origin, not only privately but also in school or at 
work. This leads to a susceptibility for right-wing populist views (see Boehnke & Thran, 
2019) and a further radicalisation, followed by a period of time in organised right-wing 
structures involving (violent) crime.

The biographer René portrays himself as someone who is troubled by those that he 
perceives to be migrants or foreigners, even from an early age, and so when describ-
ing his engagement with right-wing extremism, he portrays himself as a victim of social 
circumstance:

“There were just lots of migrants, lots of foreigners at school, that’s just how it is. 
And I think that’s where those thoughts began, when I already started to ostracise 
people. When I would say: ‘I don’t want to have anything to do with them. They’re 
speaking some language I don’t understand, can’t be bothered with that.’” (René)

Biographer Udo believes his path into far-right ideology is linked to an event in his pri-
vate life: his wife leaves him for a man, whom he perceives as non-German:

“And I was, you know, already BOTHERED by FOREIGNERS because of the mes-
sage I got back then from the wife: ‘Left with Mohammed, won’t be coming back. 
Bye.’” (Udo)

Events such as these are subjective experiences of powerlessness and undermine the 
image of masculinity seen as desirable in right-wing extremism (see Virchow, 2011). 
They can turn an existing affinity for right-wing interpretations into a manifest motiva-
tion for joining the far-right scene. This ideal-typical biographical self-description is 
filled with seemingly universal right-wing populist interpretive paradigms: one’s own 
group (ingroup) is seen as being in competition with outsiders (outgroup) (see Berger, 
2018, p. 56). Immigration is considered a security risk and both the labour market and 
the welfare state appear under threat. Most seemingly under threat, however, is one’s 
own standing. The biographer feels he is socially marginalised and blames those of non-
German origin for this:

“Yes, and again you felt DISCRIMINATED AGAINST. When you thought, ‘I see, the 
state basically kisses their arse,’ and you’re the one slaving day after day for your 
own stuff and have to fork out for everything yourself.” (Udo)
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A sharp rise in immigration, mainly driven by those fleeing the civil war in Syria and 
the German government’s decision in September 2015 to take in refugees, reinforced this 
perception to such an extent that even individuals who follow this ideal type, but had no 
previous involvement in far-right extremism, feel compelled to seek out such circles:

“That was back in 2015. First, there was this rumour that the hotel would house asy-
lum seekers. So we went there, watched and chatted a bit and had a bit of a gripe and 
all that. Well, at some point we got talking, and we exchanged numbers, we met up. 
And, well, had a beer and then the, I’ll just say it, the shameful stuff began.” (Sandro)

This displeasure is directed specifically at state care provided to refugees and motivates 
the biographers to actively combat the perceived injustice. This is demonstrated during a 
situation in which a caretaker shows Udo an apartment that has been set up for refugees. 
Udo subsequently becomes so furious that he suggests the location as a potential target for 
an attack on a chat forum with a far-right group:

“[The caretaker] says: ‘A Syrian family of five is moving in here. Take a look at eve-
rything they’ve been given.’ All brand-new furniture [furniture brand]. The whole 
place covered in LAMINATE flooring. Huge FLAT SCREEN on the wall. It had all 
been prepared for them. ‘Pff’, thought to myself, ‘I see. The district office is paying 
for all of this?’ And that made me so AGITATED. I went on the chat: ‘The first place 
on the list should be the asylum centre here in [village X]’.” (Udo)

Xenophobic attitudes based on cultural differences and competition over resources 
considered to be scarce, as outlined in the concept of group-focused enmity (see Heit-
meyer, 2005, p. 6), are thus perpetually reinforced, culminating in racially motivated acts 
of violence. These are then justified by experiences with people perceived as “other”, 
as described by Stefan, who, in his role as a paramedic, assaults people of other ethnic 
backgrounds:

“And that really shaped the way I saw everything, and I started saying: ‘They’re all 
the same!’ And, unfortunately, well, not that I want to say they were all the same, but 
many experiences started to add up and many of them were just demanding things. 
Mostly coloured people were demanding things.” (Stefan)

In this self-description, actions are guided by a focus on authority and power along-
side a longing for recognition and solidarity, and this is shown in the following extract 
from Stefan’s interview. He is involved in Kameradschaften and quickly works his way up. 
Alongside group BBQ parties with alcohol, there is violence and an increasing ideologisa-
tion, which leads to active political involvement. Participation in far-right events is retro-
spectively romanticised and personal responsibility is played down:

“Those kinds of parties were put on, BBQs. We sat around the campfire and there 
were PARTIES, it was all paid for. Yeah, by those nice folks and you gradually 
become part of it.” (Stefan)

The—at times detailed—descriptions of far-right violence, however, paint a picture of 
active engagement. René interacts with individuals who apparently belong to a group that 
he deems inferior as follows:

“‘You gave me a funny look.’ That was often a good enough reason. From my per-
spective: ‘You’ve got black hair, you gave me a stupid look. Come on, let’s step out-
side, now you’re in trouble.’ Yeah, and when you’re out with three, four mates who 

170 J. Meier et al.



1 3

think the same way. Maybe not put it down to the fact that they’re foreign, but just 
because they enjoy fighting, yeah, then it’s just hard.” (René)

Stefan also has the desire to demonstrate his power as well as his political beliefs in 
interactions with differently minded people. A demonstration of strength and intimidating 
behaviour are used to put pressure on political opponents:

“I’d been out to buy bread rolls in the village. And this nice cashier says: No, she 
doesn’t sell to Nazis. Yeah. Then I said: ‘Oh, you don’t sell to Nazis? No problem.’ 
Left. Called [leader’s name], said: ‘They’re making a fuss here, and so on.’ ‘Yeah, no 
problem. You’ll be buying bread again soon enough. Wait there, we’re coming.’ And 
then ten of us went into the shop and asked if she would sell bread to me NOW. ‘Of 
course, yes. It’s on the house.’ And ever since, I’ve been able to buy bread again.” 
(Stefan)

This self-description also details the use of neutralisation techniques not only to jus-
tify politically motivated (violent) offences (see also Colvin & Pisoiu, 2018), but also non-
political crimes, such as drug dealing, pimping and property offences that generally do not 
align with far-right ideology. To remain credible in the eyes of others, as in the present 
interview setting, and to oneself, the victims are viewed with contempt—“Our foreign-
ers here. ALL criminals.” (Udo). Their wrongdoing is played down while the sentencing 
authorities are condemned, as the following extract shows. Sandro used to write in an 
online chat group where participants not only posted criminally relevant content, but which 
motivated serious violent crimes. Yet here, he attempts to trivialise these offences:

“Well, sometimes, let’s say, around 80/90 percent of the time, we just wrote meaning-
less, stupid stuff in the group. And then, like I said, the Federal Prosecutor’s Depart-
ment just PICKED OUT those bits where they BELIEVED we were being SERIOUS. 
Some things were meant seriously and actually happened. Others weren’t, though, 
and, um, nothing happened, but they thought we were being serious, see?” (Sandro)

The following extract is an even more blatant attempt to direct attention away from the 
actual offence (sexual exploitation as a prelude to forced prostitution):

“Until she just didn’t want to do it anymore and it got violent and she got the police 
involved, the police gave her this fancy business card from this Weißer Ring [victim 
support organisation] or something. And, well, this Weißer Ring destroyed me. With 
compensation claims and what not. Yeah, it’s evil, this Weißer Ring. Like I said, you 
just fall into it.” (Stefan)

Stefan portrays himself as a victim, belittles victim support organisations and negates 
his own responsibility. In this self-description, the biographer no longer perceives himself 
as radical, the (violent) crimes, which mostly took place within the context of Kamerad-
schaften, are a thing of the past and today his racist ideology is masked by right-wing pop-
ulist statements about German asylum policy or supposed non-Germans taking advantage 
of the welfare state. The desire to exert power both now and in the future and to achieve 
his political visions persists, and for him, options to achieve these aims include pursuing 
a suitable university degree or a career in politics. René is now involved in party politics. 
Describing his party’s mission in a nutshell, he says:

“So it’s, of course, mainly about migration, right. I think that’s even in the mani-
festo, it’s the main issue, asylum policy, yeah. Especially since 2015, when it all, 
you know, as far as I’m concerned, it escalated, so to speak, it’s obviously crucial. 
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They’re exploiting the welfare state. It’s a mess, we don’t understand each other. It’s 
just difficult to get along.” (René)

As in “A decent, staunch, upright German family”, here the narrator sees no reason to 
fully distance himself from the ideology as it is absorbed into right-wing populist narra-
tives. The emergence of right-wing social movements (e.g. Pegida, the Identitarian move-
ment) and the rise of far-right parties, such as AfD, have resulted in media and political 
debates concerning immigration and asylum that are increasingly characterised by stereo-
types and a growing aggressiveness, both of which affirm the biographers’ own views (see 
Laube et  al., 2019). In the case of renewed actual or perceived social as well as private 
rejection, it remains a possibility that the biographers will resort to violence or crime once 
again to achieve their aims or regain agency.

“You felt discriminated against” is also the self-description used by Jamal when 
he points to his (perceived) lack of opportunity because of his experiences of structural 
discrimination. This thus suggests that the ideal type can also be applied to Islamism. 
Through the news, Jamal hears about the discrimination of people with whom he feels a 
shared sense of identity. This experience of injustice creates a desire to help fellow Mus-
lims and thus bears striking similarities to the explanation given by right-wing extremists: 
“They want to spread INJUSTICE again, yeah, and the religious argument was simply that 
you should help your brothers and sisters”; this strategy is a form of motivational framing 
(Snow & Byrd, 2007). Murat also refers to the global discrimination of Muslims and wants 
to travel to Syria to carry out a suicide bomb attack to support his religious community. 
In hindsight, however, he sees that this perceived discrimination is exploited by radical 
groups to recruit members to Islamism:

“If, for example, in the mosque they say, ‘Yes, you’re a Muslim and they’re killing 
your brothers and sisters and you’re just going to sit there?’ And then you just think, 
I’m here and they’re there dying and yet we share the same religion, I have to help 
them. They play on your honour, your loyalty.” (Murat)

Discussion

We have reconstructed four ideal types of biographical self-description outlining the radi-
calisation process that build on existing research in a number of ways. “Born into the pro-
fession” concerns individuals who grow up in a right-wing extremist family where the 
biographer is exposed solely to far-right ideology from an early age, only finding the tools 
to disengage in adulthood. “Kind of looking for a family” portrays the search for commu-
nity. Right-wing extremism offers the biographer both stability and an opportunity to act 
out their violent tendencies. “A decent, staunch, upright German family” revolves around 
family tradition. The biographer experiences the racist and superiority-focused values held 
by relatives, including their (great-)grandparents’ National Socialist beliefs, as entirely 
positive, and eagerly adopts such attitudes. “You felt discriminated against” focuses on 
negative experiences with people perceived as being of non-German origin. Such encoun-
ters trigger feelings of anger and the biographer feels compelled to act. It is clear that the 
self-descriptions used by right-wing extremists to describe their pathway into radicalisation 
also appear in connection to Islamism. Future research ought to examine a larger sample 
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group to establish whether further ideal types of biographical self-descriptions are also 
relevant.

Our study has two limitations: not only does our sample contain solely male interview-
ees but panel mortality is also a factor; it is possible that precisely those interviewees who 
we were unable to interview a second time were those who became even more radicalised. 
Moreover, as we only interviewed three former Islamists, the sample size is too small to draw 
any meaningful conclusions in this area. Despite these limitations, the study does offer key 
findings. The analysis of the biographies shows that radicalisation not only affects young peo-
ple in search of purpose whose lives have been characterised by discontinuity. Furthermore, in 
three of the four ideal types of biographical self-description, the family of origin plays a key 
role. This is either due to intrafamilial right-wing ideology, glorification of National Social-
ism, being exposed solely to members of the far-right scene or because family dysfunctional-
ity prompts those affected to look for alternative social bonds.

The core components of far-right ideology, namely, culture-based assumptions of inequal-
ity, group-focused enmity, racist attitudes, notions of an anti-democratic order and a focus on 
violence, appeared in every interview. For all biographers, relevant far-right structures were to 
hand when they felt a desire to live out their worldview. These structures sometimes even pro-
vided the spark that triggered further radicalisation, with social polarisation having an impact 
on certain biographies. The rapid influx of refugees reaching Germany in 2015 gave individu-
als who already felt disadvantaged an opportunity to express their discontent at protests. Hav-
ing contact to like-minded individuals and organised protest groups led them to believe that it 
was their right—if not their duty—to commit right-wing extremist offences. Similarly, those 
who were (at times) engaged in Islamism describe being exposed to rising Islamophobia in 
mainstream society as well as global injustice, which, in their view, compels them to act.

Our findings also underline the significance of Germany’s National Socialist past. The 
Second World War may have ended in 1945, but National Socialism and its legacy continue 
to be relevant both within families and the wider society. Biographers glorify this period 
and idealise their (great-)grandfathers who fought in the war. Several decades after the 
war’s end, the hero myth that seems to endure in many families is still to be deconstructed.
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