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Abstract
The discovery of the NSU terrorist cell, the Halle synagogue shooting, and the murder of nine persons with a 
migration background in Hanau caused a serious shift in the perception of the extreme right in Germany and 
led to a number of legislative changes. The killing of CDU politician Walter Lübcke by a sympathiser of the far 
right should be considered a negative highlight that drew attention to the security of elected representatives. This 
article offers an overview of available official data on the scale of the threat by the extreme right in Germany in 
general and on violent attacks against public figures, including elected representatives, in particular. It analyses 
three instances of attacks against politicians (Henriette Reker, Andreas Hollstein and Walter Lübcke) and 
discusses as well a series of threats from the so-called NSU 2.0, the aim being to discover underlying patterns of 
violence. The author also briefly reviews countermeasures taken by the federal government in order to prevent 
and counter far-right threats in the Germany of today.
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Introduction
The National Socialist Underground (NSU) murders committed between 2000 and 2007 (known as the 
NSU-Mordserie), followed by a lengthy trial of several people connected to this extreme-right terrorist 
organization, has captured German public attention for years and caused a significant shift in the perception 
of the far-right threat. And yet, in recent years, Germany was once again shocked by a number of criminal 
offences, either racially motivated or xenophobic. The 2019 synagogue shooting in Halle, as well as the 
murder of nine people with a migratory background in shisha bars in Hanau in 2020, became exemplary 
demonstrations of Germany’s struggle against the far right. These incidents have alarmed security agencies, 
sensitized society, and led to several legislative changes.

These were not only people of colour, Jews or Muslims who became targets of the attacks. Strengthening 
of the far-right scene has impacted on the daily life of employees in the German public administration, 
as well as of elected representatives. In May 2022, the German newspaper Handelsblatt was reporting on 
“German cities and local communities registering a ‘dramatic’ increase in violence against officials and 
elected representatives.”[1] The murder of Christian Democrat (CDU) politician Walter Lübcke in June 2019 
should be considered a “negative highlight of far-right violence” in Germany.[2] As many authors claim, 
it was the first far-right murder of an active elected representative since the end of the Nazi era.[3] Sadly, 
contemporary Germany does not stand alone when it comes to attacks against elected representatives. In the 
recent years, similar political murders occurred also in the United Kingdom (the case of MP Jo Cox) or in 
Poland (the case of Gdańsk city mayor Paweł Adamowicz), among other countries.

Even though politically motivated violence cannot be ascribed exclusively to the far-right milieu, this 
article concentrates on violent attacks motivated by this particular extremist worldview. Focusing on this 
phenomenon can be justified, first, by the German federal government’s perception of far-right extremism 
as the biggest security threat in Germany—a perception that has been popularised during Horst Seehofer’s 
(CSU) tenure as the Federal Minister of the Interior. It has also been reiterated by his successor, Nancy Faeser 
(SPD). The government’s stance on this issue was repeatedly highlighted in public statements. Secondly, 
according to data published by the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution (in German: 
Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz, BfV), the extreme-right milieu outnumbers (in terms of membership) 
other groups and movements considered by the BfV as a threat to the democratic order. Finally, most of 
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the well-known politically motivated attacks committed in Germany in recent years can be attributed to 
perpetrators with either explicit or latent far-right worldviews. 

This article aims to place three instances of right-wing attacks against politicians in the broader context of 
the increasing extremist threat in contemporary Germany. It is based on data of the BfV and the Federal 
Criminal Police Office (German Bundeskriminalamt, BKA), which are crucial yet underresearched sources 
of information on the scale of the extremist threat in Germany. Seeking to contribute toward an improved 
understanding of contemporary right-wing extremism, this article’s main objective is to search for patterns 
in recent attacks against elected representatives. The goal is to understand how, when, and under which 
circumstances have these attacks taken place, as well as to explore the socio-political characteristics 
of the perpetrators. Understanding the patterns of past crimes is an important step in creating effective 
countermeasures for the future. The article will also shed light on countermeasures taken so far to secure the 
fundamental German democratic order, including the protection of state officials.

In this article, the term “extreme right” (German Rechtsextremismus) is preferred and occasionally used 
interchangeably with “far right” or “radical right” mainly for stylistic reasons. What is meant are people, 
groups, organisations and movements whose worldview assumes that belonging to a specific ethnic group 
or nation determines a person’s worth; who turn to racism, antisemitism, and xenophobia; and whose beliefs 
stand in conflict with the constitutional democratic order. We, therefore, follow the definition of the German 
Verfassungsschutz, while acknowledging the ongoing controversies among scholars regarding the definition 
of the extreme right.[4]

Germany’s Far-right Milieu in the Light of Official Data
Apart from opinion polls, there are two main sources of information about the scale of the “far-right 
problem” in Germany. One of them is the BfV, an institution established in 1950 and currently operating as 
an executive agency of the Federal Ministry of the Interior and Community. Each of the federal states has its 
own domestic intelligence service called Landesbehörde für Verfassungsschutz (LfV). The second source of 
information are the statistics published by the BKA. In 2001, BKA introduced a new classification of crimes 
which includes “politically motivated crimes”. In this section, we will summarize some of the most current 
data on the radical-right scene in Germany.

BfV and LfVs, appointed to protect fundamental constitutional values, collect and analyse data on threats 
to the German democratic order, in particular “information on extremist efforts, activities posing a security 
risk, and activities undertaken on behalf of foreign intelligence services.”[5] The character of such threats 
has changed over time. Currently, the annual report discusses the estimated size of the following milieus: 
the far right, the far left, Islamism/Islamic terrorism, extreme tendencies among foreigners, espionage, and 
“miscellaneous” groups, such as the Reichsbürgerbewegung or the sect of scientology. Annually, the BfV 
presents a comprehensive report on the number, size, and character of radical milieus that are considered a 
threat to democracy. In these reports, the far-right is repeatedly perceived as the biggest of these movements. 
While presenting the newest available report, summarising the year 2021, federal minister Faeser, together 
with the director of BfV Thomas Haldenwang, highlighted again that it was the extreme right that posed the 
biggest threat to the German liberal democratic order.[6]

As Figure 1 shows, as many as 1/3 of all members of far-right groups and environments are considered 
violence-prone (gewaltbereit). Nevertheless, as it will be shown in the following paragraphs, many far-right 
perpetrators have never draw attention to themselves – neither their neighbors and relatives nor security 
agencies considered them as a potential threat. 
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Figure 1: Assessed size of the far-right milieu (including its violent members) in Germany between 2011 
and 2021

Source: Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz

The second source of information about threat posed by right-wing extremism is the BKA’s annual report 
summarising politically motivated criminal offenses. Among roughly 5 million crimes committed in 
Germany every year, politically motivated cases represent a minor part. However, among these, crimes 
motivated by a far-right worldview form the majority.

According to the definition of the BKA, politically motivated offences aim at achieving or hindering political 
aims. They are directed against the liberal democratic social order, or against other persons for reasons 
having to do with their political views, nationality, ethnic background, skin colour, religious affiliation, 
social status, physical and mental disabilities, sexual orientation or appearance.[7] When it comes to offences 
committed with a far-right motive, these include (for instance) an arson attack on a refugee camp, verbal 
or written insults focusing on a person’s religion or skin colour, or a physical assault on a person who 
upholds a culturally different perspective on life. Crimes committed against elected representatives that will 
be described below are also considered to be politically motivated, even in cases where the perpetrators had 
never been members of any known far-right organisation.

Statistics published by the BKA show an increase in both politically motivated offences committed with a 
far-right motive and violent offences between 2011 and 2021 (see Figure 2). Similar to the data published by 
the BfV, BKA’s data should be regarded as rough estimates only. Many insults, written and verbal attacks, and 
even cases of assault were not reported to the police. Furthermore, in many cases that were in fact reported, 
it is difficult to determine the motive of a perpetrator – some of the motives given were rather vague, while 
in other cases perpetrators lied about their motivation.
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Figure 2: Criminal offences motivated by far-right ideology, including violent offences, committed in 
Germany between 2011 and 2021

Source: Bundeskriminalamt

With this in mind, one may notice that the statistics of both BfV and BKA indicate a slight increase in 
right-wing criminal offences around the year 2015, when a significant number of immigrants and asylum 
seekers—mainly from Middle Eastern countries—crossed German borders. Although right-wing attacks 
had taken place in German history before, there is a wide consensus that the current phenomenon is closely 
related to the migration crisis.[8] We might, therefore, assume that the presence of immigrants and asylum 
seekers not only led to a growth of the milieu, but, more importantly, it reinforced extreme reactions, both 
verbal and physical attacks.

Criminal Offences against the State and its Officials
Since 2019, BKA has monitored criminal offences directed against the state and its officials separately. 
According to the information available on the Office’s website, the main reason for a more scrupulous data 
collection was precisely the increase in the number of cases like those described in this article: the murder of 
Walter Lübke and the attacks against Henriette Reker and Andreas Hollstein. This change in the collection of 
data led, not for the first time, to accusations that the German state acted too late – only after tragedy strikes. 
Stefan Bisanz, an expert on personal protection, concluded in a widely cited statement that Germans are by 
nature not a “preventative nation”.[9]

The numbers of recorded criminal offences directed against officials increased in three consecutive years 
(see Figure 3). In 2019, BKA took note of 1,674 criminal offences categorised as “against officials and elected 
representatives” (gegen Amts- und Mandatsträger). In 609 instances, or 36% of all cases, a far-right motive 
has been determined. In 89 of the total number of cases, the crime committed was described as an act of 
violence, 20 of these resulting in bodily harm.[10] During the following year, 2020, the number of attacks 
against officials increased dramatically. Among a total of 3,097 criminal offences registered under this 
category, 978 were committed with a far-right motive.[11] The most recent statistical data available during 
the preparation of this article covers the year 2021. In addition to crimes “directed against officials and 
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elected representatives”, the annual report of the BKA also described criminal offences committed “in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic” and “in the context of elections”. [12] The targets of these criminal 
offenses were in many cases also public officials. In 2021, the number of offences directly affecting officials 
and elected representatives of the state grew to 4,772, with 801 of these linked to sympathisers of, or from, 
the far-right milieu.[13]

Figure 3: Number of criminal offences against officials and elected officials committed in Germany between 
2019 and 2021

Source: Bundeskriminalamt

When it comes to elected representatives and politicians, the attacks were committed regardless of their 
political party affiliation. The victims belonged to—or sympathised with—parties that are considered left, 
right and center in Germany’s political spectrum.[14]

Apart from the data collected by government agencies, another source of information about the scale of 
the threat directed against representatives of the state are polls and studies. For example, “Kommunal” 
published in 2020 the results of an opinion poll conducted amongst a representative sample group of local 
politicians. A total number of 2,494 mayors of German towns and cities (a quarter of the entire community) 
answered questions about their perception of threats related to the exercise of their official duties. Roughly 
64% of them responded that they had been offended, insulted, threatened, or directly attacked because of 
their public role and function. The survey showed that these threats were not a function of the size of the 
community; “Kommunal” concluded that “it is no longer a big city problem.”[15]

In an updated version of the study published a year later, 72% of mayors responded that they feared for their 
personal safety. Approximately 15% of all respondents claimed that the COVID-19 pandemic had a negative 
influence on how they felt about their personal safety.[16] Studies conducted by two foundations—the 
Körber-Stiftung [17] and the Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung [18]—confirm that public officials experience insults 
or attacks, or otherwise fear for their personal safety, because of their role in public administration or local 
politics.
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Cases of Right-wing Attacks Against Politicians
Henriette Reker and Andreas Hollstein

Attacks against Henriette Reker in Cologne and Andreas Hollstein in Altena, in 2015 and in 2017 respectively, 
were committed under different circumstances, but in both instances perpetrators shared similar motives: 
they opposed the pro-immigrant policies of their victims. The public function of the victims of these attacks, 
combined with a clear political motivation of the perpetrators, allows us—for the purpose of this article—to 
classify these offenses as politically motivated crimes committed against elected representatives in Germany.

On 17th October 2015, Henriette Reker, an independent politician supported in the Cologne mayoral 
elections by CDU, the Greens and FPD, was stabbed with a knife and seriously wounded. Four bystanders 
were injured as well. The attack took place during a public event that was part of the political campaign 
and happened one day before the mayoral elections. Reker needed to undergo several surgical procedures 
following the incident.[19] In the summer of 2016, the perpetrator, 44-year-old Frank S., was found guilty 
of attempted murder and grievous bodily harm, and sentenced to 14 years in prison.

The trial offered important insights into his personal situation, characteristics, and motives behind the attack 
on Reker. The court determined that Frank S. had his first contact with the right-wing scene at the age of 16. 
He then started wearing typical neo-Nazi clothing, partook in Rechtsrock-events as well as in Rudolf-Hess-
marches. He also engaged in fights with members of the Antifa movement and conducted attacks against 
foreigners, which had led to his imprisonment between 1997 and 2000. After his release, Frank S. worked 
as a painter but was also frequently unemployed. For the last three years prior to his attack on Reker, he 
remained unemployed, engaged in only a limited social life, and would spend his time observing political 
events revolving around the migration crisis, with growing disappointment in Germany’s politics. He put 
more trust in extremist internet portals than mainstream media, which according to him, were controlled 
by the government. He viewed the government as lacking legitimacy to make any decisions whatsoever 
concerning the accommodation of asylum seekers. According to a quote included in the verdict, S. believed 
the government “betrayed the German nation” and pushed the country into a state of chaos.

His disappointment in democratic—and allegedly ineffective—forms of protest led him to take steps of a 
more extreme nature. The then-upcoming mayoral elections and numerous campaign posters in favour 
of Reker, known for her support for asylum seekers and her advocacy for a Willkommenskultur (welcome 
culture), convinced S. that it she was an appropriate target for his plans to do something. The fact that (while 
independent) Reker was backed in this election also by the Green Party had an impact on his perception. 
According to S., the Greens and Antifa were closely associated. His first words after the attack at the campaign 
stand in Cologne were: “I did this for all of you,” followed by: “I did this for all of you and your children.” 
Voluntarily, he confessed to police officers that he wanted to kill Reker to express his disagreement with 
the policies of Angela Merkel’s government. During the investigation, S. was found to be mentally healthy. 
Therefore, his crime in light of his motives was classified as strictly politically motivated. The motivation 
resurfaced with full clarity when he used the opportunity to speak publicly in front of the court, as he began 
to detail his political views.[20] The court concluded that the perpetrator wanted to prevent Reker from 
being elected for mayor, while expressing his disagreement with Germany’s immigration policy.[21] Reker 
was elected mayor of Cologne the day after the assassination attempt and re-elected in 2020.

Two years after the attack on Reker, in November 2017, another public official Andreas Hollstein – politician, 
member of CDU, and mayor of the city of Altena – was attacked with a knife in a kebab restaurant. Only 
thanks to the quick reaction of the owner of the restaurant was the perpetrator stopped and apprehended. 
There are several similarities between the perpetrators of the attacks in Cologne and Altena, as well as 
between the two victims. Werner S., the man who attacked Hollstein, was an unemployed, middle-aged 
man with strong opinions on immigration policies, while his victim was known for his decision to accept 
more refugees in his region than required according to the Königstein distribution key which obliged local 
governments to take a fair share of the asylum seekers arriving in Germany. In 2017, the city governed by 
mayor Hollstein was presented the National Integration Award for their integration efforts.
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Contrary to the severe sentence in the case of the attack on Reker, the perpetrator in Hollstein’s case was only 
sentenced to two years on parole and court-ordered social work. The justification for a lower sentence was 
that the mayor had not been severely wounded, and that the attack was not planned, but rather committed 
on the spur of the moment, out of desperation rather than on grounds of political convictions. Although 
Werner S. made a xenophobic statement during the attack, the court did not classify the offence as motivated 
by racism or xenophobia. Werner S. reportedly said to the mayor that while he invited refugees to Altena, 
the citizens of the city were doomed to starve.[22] All in all, the attack was neither assessed as politically 
motivated nor as attempted murder. The court sentence announced in June 2018 failed to satisfy many 
commentators as well as the mayor – himself a lawyer by profession. Hollstein was convinced that a lenient 
sentence for S. would send the wrong message and might encourage others to consider similar assaults.

Even though the judiciary decided differently in the two cases under consideration here, there is broad 
agreement among journalists as well as other observers of Germany’s political life, as well as scholars of the 
far right, that both attacks can be assessed as motivated by a radical worldview. The assault on Reker and the 
attempted attack on Hollstein have repeatedly been cited as examples of the growing threat posed by the far 
right to politicians.

Walter Lübcke

At the time of his death, Walter Lübcke was the head of the regional council in Kassel. Previously, from 1999 
to 2009, he had been a member of the Landtag [local parliament] of Hesse. Since 1986 he had been an active 
member of the CDU party and was known as a supporter of the German Willkommenskultur, also during 
the 2015-2016 refugee influx. Because of his involvement in refugee-related policies, he was repeatedly 
insulted and received countless threats. At the beginning of June 2019, Lübcke was fatally shot in the head at 
point-blank, while sitting on his porch in Istha and smoking a cigarette. The murderer was Stephan Ernst, a 
45-year-old sympathizer of the far-right. 

As mentioned earlier, according to the media and some scholars, this was the first political assassination 
in post-war Germany coming from the far-right. The attribute “political” should, in this specific context, 
be understood as “directed against an elected political representative.” Murders carried out by the NSU on 
members from the immigrant community can also be considered politically motivated. The same could be 
said about an attempted attack against a synagogue in Halle in October 2019, or about the death of nine 
citizens with a migratory background in Hanau in February 2020. Nevertheless, the murder of Lübcke has 
rightly been considered a turning point in the history of post-war violence by the extreme right in Germany.

Similarly to Andres Hollstein, Lübcke was attacked off duty (i.e., after hours). The perpetrator Ernst, on the 
other hand, resembles the attacker who tried but failed to kill Henriette Reker. He had been known to the 
police and the security services due to his involvement in the far-right milieu. Ernst was arrested by the 
police two weeks after the crime took place and confessed to murder. For years, he had been closely observing 
Lübcke’s political activity and his work on behalf of refugees, and increasingly he strongly disagreed with 
this. What allegedly provoked him most was a public speech given by the politician in October 2015. When 
booed by those opposing the welcoming of refugees, Lübcke replied that living in Germany was inseparably 
connected with adhering to rules and sharing specific values. Those who did not share them, he continued, 
were free to leave the country. Members of the right-wing scene perceived these words as a frontal attack. 
During his criminal trial, however, it was revealed that Ernst’s anger was not only directed against one 
politician. His rejection of multiculturalism and hatred toward foreigners surfaced on other occasions too. 
For instance, in January 2016, he allegedly attacked and wounded an asylum seeker from Iraq, though he 
was later cleared in court of these charges.

For the murder of Lübcke, the right-wing extremist was sentenced to life imprisonment by the High Regional 
Court of the City of Frankfurt a.M. in early 2021. The crime was qualified as “especially severe” (besonders 
schwer) and the motives of Ernst as racist, xenophobic and völkisch (German supremacist and nationalist). 
Markus Hartmann, an alleged accomplice of Ernst, was not charged with being an accessory to murder, but 
for breaking firearm laws, and sentenced to one year and six months in prison. The justification of the court 
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sentence gives additional insight into the logic of the perpetrators. Both Ernst and Hartmann believed that 
the growing number of foreigners, especially Muslims, would lead to a civil war in Germany for which they 
needed to be prepared. Ethnic Germans who do not wish to live in a multicultural society, but rather in a 
culturally and ethnically homogenous community, should prepare themselves to fight in defense of their 
identity. That was also the reason why Ernst and Hartmann had acquired guns and worked on their shooting 
skills. At the same time, they considered those supporting the Willkommenskultur, and therefore advocating 
the idea of a multicultural society, including Lübcke, as traitors of their own people (Volksverräter).[23]

NSU 2.0
Another phenomenon that relates to the security of elected representatives in Germany is the series of 
death threats circulated under the name NSU 2.0. The first person to receive such a threat in August 2018 
was Seda Başay-Yıldız, a lawyer representing the family of Enver Şimşek, the first known victim of the 
terrorist NSU cell. The threats continued to be sent in the following years via fax, e-mail, and text messages 
to many journalists, politicians, and artists known for condemning racism, xenophobia, antisemitism, 
and/or supporting the idea of a Willkomenskultur. According to German media, there were more than 100 
known cases of threats and insults sent by the so-called NSU 2.0, including death threats or messages about 
plans to explode bombs, as well as hate-filled messages.[24] Some of the letters included sensitive personal 
information, such as private residence addresses or names of family members of those targeted. Interestingly, 
some of the personal information was reportedly retrieved from computers belonging to the police, which 
complicated the issue and led to additional interest from sectors of the public.[25]

NSU 2.0 contacted a number of elected representatives. Messages were sent, among others, to Janine Wissler, 
a member of the Hessian Landtag, leader of Die Linke (The Left) and later its chairwoman in parliament; 
Martina Renner, a member of the Bundestag and deputy leader of Die Linke; Volker Bouffier, a member of 
the CDU, and Minister-President of Hessen; Karamba Diaby, a member of the Bundestag, and a Senegalese-
born member of the SPD party; Claudia Roth, vice-president of the Bundestag and a member of the Greens; 
and Saskia Esken, co-leader of the SPD. Notably, the perpetrators selected their targets regardless of political 
affiliation.

In February 2022, the trial of Alexander Horst M. began; he was believed to be the author of 67 cases 
of insult, 11 cases of coercion, and 23 cases of harassment. The messages signed by NSU 2.0 contained 
references to the Nazi regime and its symbols, as well as references to conspiracy theories, such as the Great 
Replacement Theory (which argues that mass immigration is a top-down, government-controlled process 
aimed at dissolving European nations).[26] At the time of this writing, the trial of Alexander Horst M. is still 
proceeding. However, if the court finds him guilty of harassment of public persons and politicians, it will be 
yet another similar case of a middle-aged and unemployed male perpetrator with a far-right ideology.

Patterns of Violence
Although the selected cases represent only a small part of all right-wing violent attacts committed in 
Germany in recent years, one can identify several recurring elements. Firstly, the perpetrators selected their 
targets based on the victims’ views about Germany’s immigration policy. More than any other political topic, 
it was the politicians’ welcoming of refugees that irritated Frank S., Werner S., Stephan Ernst and Alexander 
Horst M. Importantly, the political party affiliation of the victims appeared to be of lesser importance to the 
attackers. Secondly, most of the discussed attacks were directed against local politicians, which gives valid 
reasons to assume that these might be the most vulnerable group of elected political figures. The crimes 
against politicians were committed both when they were on duty as well as off duty. This points to the scale 
of protection needed if current trends continue. When it comes to persons committing crimes, one can point 
out both commonalities and differences. Even though all the discussed perpetrators were white, male, and 
middle-aged, they differ regarding previous membership in right-wing groups or the presence or absence of 
previous criminal history. 
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Countermeasures 
How to protect the democratic state—along with its institutions and citizens—from violent extremists is a 
question that has been a concern in postwar Germany for many years, given the legacy from the Nazi period. 
In light of the incidents covered in this article, another issue has gained in importance: how to protect public 
administration employees and elected politicians from militant radicals and violent extremists? Before 
focusing on countermeasures introduced by the federal government, we need to point out a specificity of the 
German system of protecting the liberal-democratic rule of law. The obligation to protect state and society 
from groups and individuals aiming at subverting and overthrowing the democratic order is embedded in 
the German constitution. Therefore, in comparison to other modern democracies, the Federal Republic 
of Germany has been equipped with extended competencies for combatting manifestations of radicalism, 
extremism and terrorism that could threaten the stability of the existing order. Although the state has 
already made use of some of these constitutional instruments in recent decades, the scope and intensity of 
countermeasures visibly increased in the years following the NSU-Mordserie and the immigration crisis of 
2015-2016.

Among the most important steps taken to counter and prevent violent extremism, is the banning of radical 
groups and organisations. In recent years, several groups have been outlawed, such as Combat 18, Nordadler 
and Sturmbrigade 44. In 2016, the German authorities announced their strategy for countering and preventing 
extremism and promoting democracy, followed by a national program against Islamist extremism and a 
national action plan against racism, both published in 2017. Another important step towards bolstering 
the state’s response against the threat of extremism took place after the incidents in Hanau and Halle, and 
the death of Walter Lübcke. In October 2019, Angela Merkel’s government announced a nine-point plan 
for combating both the extreme right and hate speech. This document included a statement addressing the 
need to step up the protection of local politicians and restrict public access to weapons. The government 
acknowledged that local politicians did not enjoy the same level of protection as politicians on the federal 
level or leaders of Germany’s Länder [federal states], and suggested amendments to existing laws.[27] 

In March 2020, the government created a new cabinet committee ordered to develop a comprehensive 
program on countering extremism. The fact that the body was chaired by chancellor Merkel herself stressed 
the importance of the issue. This committee issued a catalogue of 89 measures to be introduced in response 
to radicalization developments. It included, among other things, measures aimed at greater protection of 
local politicians and stricter monitoring of hate speech online. The government secured EUR 1.1 bn in the 
budget for the years 2021-2024 for the implementation of these proposed measures and programmes.[28]

Moreover, a new law on hate crimes entered into force in April 2021. Most controversies arose around the 
fact that it compels social media platforms to report posts and comments that might be considered hate 
speech or criminal expressions to the BKA. What is most important from the perspective of politicians’ 
security is that the definition of punishable threats has been broadened, the penalties for insults and slander 
has been increased, and special protection against defamation and malicious gossip has been extended to 
include politicians at the local level as well.[29]

It goes without saying that the measures introduced by government and parliament will need to prove 
their effectiveness in the years to come. The role of researchers in the field of social and political sciences 
in their assessment will be crucial. Based on details highlighted in this article, the effectiveness of some of 
the proposed countermeasures might be disputed. For example, knowing that the perpetrators in the cases 
discussed in this article were not active members of extreme-right political organizations, banning such 
parties and groups will not “catch” the “lone wolves”. On the other hand, greater control over online content 
in social media, while potentially effective, might limit freedom of speech. 

Regardless of the effectiveness of specific measures – only a few of which could be mentioned here – it is 
difficult to agree with the opinion that the years since the discovery of the NSU and the murder of Lübcke 
were, as some suggested, a period of inaction.[30] Merkel’s four cabinets laid the legal basis for stricter 
policies against and the current ruling coalition in charge of Germany, consisting of SPD, FDP and the 
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Green Party, are – according to their coalition program – willing to continue along these lines. 

Concluding Remarks
Because of their public profile, elected representatives are at a greater risk of receiving threats and being 
violated than ordinary people. The cases of Henriette Reker, Andreas Hollstein, Walter Lübcke and those of 
the recipients of the NSU 2.0 threats – as well as many other active politicians not mentioned in this article – 
clearly prove that the German Federal Republic is no stranger to hate and violence. Nonetheless, compared 
to some other countries, there have, at least until recently, been fewer reported cases of acts of violence 
against politicians. While the case of Lübcke was the first far-right murder of an elected representative in 
Germany, we know, for instance, that 132 mainly local politicians died in Italy in the period 1975 to 2011 
alone.[31]

A review of attacks against elected officials in Germany yields a few interesting findings. First, the offences 
were not committed by known members of right-wing political organisations, but rather by “lone wolves”. 
The perpetrators in question were not in possession of special military training or other resources. They were 
acting mainly out of disappointment, dissension, or desperation. Whether the presence of far-right groups, 
political parties, websites, or online platforms in the German public sphere stimulated these perpetrators 
has not been explored here. This might be, however, be an interesting research question for further studies 
on the topic.

Secondly, the “lone wolves” discussed here—Frank S., Werner S. and Stephan Ernst—all illustrate the theory 
that those attacking politicians “evidenced a downward spiral in their lives in the months or year before their 
approach or attack.”[32] This observation is in line with other research on the topic, identifying “fixated 
individuals”[33] rather than organised groups behind attacks against politicians.[34] Thirdly, the analysed 
cases indicate that local rather than nationally prominent politicians form the most vulnerable group. This 
observation is in line with findings of studies conducted in other countries, including the United Kingdom, 
Poland and Norway.[35] This is partly due to the lower level of protection of local politicians and by their 
greater combination of public and private lives.[36]

Finally, and most interestingly, in all discussed cases the reason for assault or threats was the politicians’ 
defense of multiculturalism, their support for a liberal migration policy and/or their personal support for, 
and involvement in, refugee communities. Furthermore, the cases of Reker, Hollstein and Lübcke show 
that the victims were selected regardless of their political party affiliation. In other words, one does not 
necessarily have to belong to a left-of-center party to become a target of the extreme right. 

Even though, in comparison to other countries, Germany has institutions in place that collect data on the 
scale of far-right threats, these data must still be treated with caution – they are in many cases estimates 
only. While estimated quantitative data of offences against politicians in Germany are useful, future research 
seeking a better understanding of far-right violence will also have to focus on qualitative data to obtain a 
better understanding of both patterns of violence and motives of perpetrators’ motives. This, on the other 
hand, might bring important insights on extremism prevention to light.
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