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How terrorist attacks distort public debates: a
comparative study of right-wing and Islamist
extremism
Teresa Völker

Center for Civil Society Research, WZB Berlin Social Science Center, Berlin, Germany

ABSTRACT
Previous research has shown how terrorist attacks attract media attention and
influence public opinion and decision-makers. However, we lack a comparative
assessment of the extent to which extremist ideologies matter and how they
matter. Therefore, this paper compares mass media debates over extreme
right and Islamist terrorist attacks. Theoretically, it innovates by linking
research on discursive critical junctures and issue-specific discursive
opportunity structures, emphasising the systematic differences between the
two ideologies. Empirically, the study is based on an original, large-scale
content analysis of mass media debates on all seven fatal attacks in Germany
since 2015 (N = 9047). It combines relational quantitative content analysis
with frame and network analyses. The results show how ideologies behind
terrorist attack shape political reactions and the framing of the key security
threat. Notably, both types of attacks provide favourable conditions for the
far right, and political elites play a central role in the diffusion of far-right
frames. In contrast, victims and ethnic or religious minorities have little voice
in public debates. Overall, the study contributes to a better understanding of
the impact of terrorist attacks on Western democracies by emphasising the
impact of ideology and distorted threat perceptions in public debates.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 21 December 2022; Accepted 5 October 2023
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Introduction

In March 2019, a right-wing extremist shot over 50 people at two mosques in
Christchurch, New Zealand. That same year, a right-wing extremist killed two
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people in Halle, in Germany, after unsuccessfully trying to enter a synagogue.
Four months later, in February 2020, another right-wing extremist targeting
ethnic and religious minorities killed eleven people in Hanau, Germany. The
same year saw Islamist attacks in Dresden, Nice, and Vienna. These recent
attacks illustrate that extreme right and Islamist terrorism trigger public reac-
tions in various ways that can drastically affect Western democracies.

As Jenkins’ (1974, p. 4) metaphor ‘terrorism is theatre’ aptly illustrates, ter-
rorist attacks are performed in such a way that they gain media attention and
visibility in the public sphere. Without media attention, terrorist attacks
remain ‘non-events’ – they are invisible and cannot influence public percep-
tion or foster political action (e.g., Andrews & Caren, 2010; Koopmans, 2004).
Previous research has shown that mediatised terrorist attacks affect public
opinion (e.g., Agerberg & Sohlberg, 2021; Jacobs & van Spanje, 2021).

The underlying ideologies of Islamist and extreme right terrorist attacks –
namely Islamism and nationalism – can, according to Fukuyama (2018, p. 58),
be seen as ‘two sides of the same coin.’ Both oppose processes of modernis-
ation and benefit from identity conflicts within Western societies. However,
research on right-wing and Islamist extremism has remained divided. To
date, there is ample research on the radical and extreme right (Berntzen,
2020; Castelli Gattinara & Froio, 2023; Ravndal, 2018) and on Islamist extre-
mism (e.g., Della Porta et al., 2020; Giani, 2020; Ruigrok & van Atteveldt,
2007). Yet, there is rarely any research comparing Islamist and extreme
right violence in Western democracies and their discursive context. Moreover,
most research focuses on the effects of terrorism on the individual level (e.g.,
Barceló & Labzina, 2020; Bueno de Mesquita & Dickson, 2007; Godefroidt,
2022; Gould & Klor, 2010).

In this paper, I provide the first comparative empirical assessment of the
conditions under which extreme right and Islamist terrorist attacks
influence public debates. To this end, I address the following research ques-
tions: to what extent and how do terrorist attacks influence public debates?
What are the differences between public debates after extreme right and Islamist
terrorist attacks?

To answer these questions, I combine research on social movements,
extremism and political communication. First, I examine how issue-specific dis-
cursive opportunity structures determine which actors and issues gain access
to and influence public debates. Discursive opportunity structures refer to
pre-existing values and visions around issues in the broader political
culture of a country (Ferree, 2003; Koopmans & Olzak, 2004). Second, I
analyse whether and how terrorist attacks affect public debates and
produce what scholars have called discursive critical junctures, transforming
existing political alignments and visions around issues (Della Porta et al.,
2020; Larsson & Lindekilde, 2009). Combining these two perspectives, I
have developed the discursive radicalisation model, serving as a theoretical
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heuristic to analyse how terrorist attacks may influence public debates and
how radical actors may gain visibility, resonance, and public legitimacy.

Empirically, this paper covers mass media debates after all seven fatal acts
of political violence since 2015 in Germany. These incidents represent the key
radicalisation phenomena in Western democracies: Islamist and right-wing
extremism. The data was collected using an original form of a relational quan-
titative content analysis of newspaper coverage. Overall, the data set consists
of 9047 statements by a wide range of political and societal actors. I used a
mixed methods approach combining the relational quantitative content
analysis with frame analysis and network analyses.

Overall, the results show that both extreme right and Islamist attacks pro-
vided favourable discursive opportunities for far-right actors in Germany. In
contrast, victims and ethnic or religious minorities hardly gain any voice in
the public debate. The ideological motive for the terrorist attacks influenced
the political interpretation of the events and public framing of the central
security threat: after Islamist attacks, the majority of statements referred to
Muslims as a broad outgroup and migration as the central security threat.
In contrast, after extreme right attacks, the majority of statements referred
to right-wing extremists as a narrow outgroup and reduced the central secur-
ity threat to isolated fringe actors. In line with previous research, the results
highlight that political elites played a central role in the public interpretations
of these attacks and the diffusion of far-right frames. The study adds to pre-
vious research by highlighting the crucial role of the extremist ideology at
stake. This comparative perspective is highly relevant for better understand-
ing the political and democratic impact of terrorist attacks on Western
democracies.

The paper is structured as follows: First, I outline the theoretical frame-
work, combining insights from research on social movements, extremism,
and political communication. The second part describes the case selection,
methodological approach, and data analysis. Next, I present the empirical
results in three steps: first, I present quantitative analyses of the three main
dimensions of discursive radicalisation – namely visibility, resonance, and
public legitimacy. The second step of the analysis provides an in-depth quali-
tative analysis of the discursive construction of Islamist and extreme right ter-
rorist attacks. The final step uses discourse network analyses to show the
driving forces in the debate and the relationship between actors and
issues. I conclude with a summary and discussion of the implications of the
study.

Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework bridges research on social movements, extremism,
and political communication. In particular, it combines two perspectives to
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identify issue-specific structural opportunities within public debates and the
effect of critical events on existing political conflicts.

First, I integrate studies that adopt a ‘top-down’ perspective and deal with
discursive opportunity structures (DOS). The concept of discursive opportu-
nity structures can be defined as ‘institutionally anchored ways of thinking
that provide a gradient of relative political acceptability to specific packages
of ideas’ (Ferree, 2003, p. 309). DOS refer to pre-existing values and visions
around issues in a country’s political culture. I follow previous research that
has used this concept to examine which actors and issues gain access to
and influence public debates (e.g., Koopmans, 2004; Wahlström & Törnberg,
2021). I focus on issue-specific discursive opportunity structures, which refer to
the cultural environment that defines the resonance of certain public
demands in an issue field. Although issue-specific discursive opportunity
structures are relatively stable, critical events can produce ruptures and
change the content and dynamics of public debates.

Second, I combine this approach with a bottom-up perspective on discur-
sive critical junctures; this refers to focal moments in which public controver-
sies and polarisation intensify and political cleavages are transformed (Della
Porta et al., 2020; Larsson & Lindekilde, 2009). In particular, acts of political
violence can potentially create such discursive turns that change political
alignments, identities, and visions around particular issues. As moments of
uncertainty or contingency, they can lead to intense political reactions and
counterreactions and open up unexpected windows of opportunity for
certain actors (Della Porta et al., 2020). Public debates following critical
events shape public memory and reveal discursive conflicts that can have
lasting political effects.

Linking the two approaches, I combine both (1) the issue-specific discur-
sive opportunity structures over right-wing and Islamist extremism and (2)
the effect of political violence on dynamics in the public sphere. I adapt Koop-
mans’ (2004) selection criteria of discursive opportunities and develop the
discursive radicalisation model. The discursive radicalisation model allows me
to analyse empirically how events can provide windows of opportunity for
actors to put their issues on the public agenda. This model offers a theoretical
heuristic to analyse how radical actors may shape public debates after critical
events such as terrorist attacks. Following Koopmans’ triad of visibility-reson-
ance-legitimacy, the model assumes a three-fold sequence, summarised in
Figure 1:

(1) The first step is visibility. Visibility refers to the extent to which radical
actors and events such as terrorist attacks attract public attention.

(2) The second step is resonance. Resonance describes the political reactions
that radical actors and events provoke and how they shape discourse
dynamics on contested issues.
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(3) The third step is public legitimacy. Public legitimacy refers to the extent to
which actors and issues resonate positively and gain support in the public
sphere.1

Ultimately, I argue that high visibility, resonance, and public legitimacy of
radical actors in the context of critical events can lead to incremental shifts in
public debates that enhance the normalisation and reproduction of radical
claims in the long-term. This model helps to shed light on the mechanisms
by which critical events can provide windows of opportunity to shift public
debates and normalise radical frames. Based on previous research, in the
next section I derive hypotheses for each stage of the discursive radicalisation
model.

Visibility: the effect of terrorist attacks on public debates

Previous research has shown that news values, action repertoires and the
characteristics of events influence their media attention and public visibility.
For instance the size of the event, its level of disruptiveness, use of unconven-
tional and violent action repertoires or the degree of symbolic drama –
influence the effects of events (Castelli Gattinara & Froio, 2023; Walgrave &
Vliegenthart, 2012). Terrorist attacks, understood as ‘(…) a conspiratorial prac-
tice of calculated, demonstrative, direct violent action without legal or moral
restraints […] performed for its propagandistic and psychological effects on
various audiences and conflict parties’ (Schmid, 2012, p. 158) are both news-
worthy and disruptive and offer symbolic drama. As highly disruptive
events, terrorist attacks and extremists can change public perception, gener-
ate fear and increase public demand for security and counterterrorism (Ager-
berg & Sohlberg, 2021; Giani, 2020). Terrorist attacks can have different

Figure 1. Discursive radicalisation model.
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political effects, as previous research has shown. On the one hand, terrorism
can backfire on the political goals of extremist actors, by reducing their legiti-
macy and support (e.g., Barceló & Labzina, 2020; Gould & Klor, 2010). Such
moments of crisis can have ‘rally-round-the-flag effects’ when governmental
actors gain support from citizens and foster securitisation (de Graaf, 2011).
On the other hand, terrorist attacks can provoke disproportionate political
reactions such as repressive strategies or failed counter-terrorism that ques-
tion the legitimacy of the government (Bueno de Mesquita & Dickson, 2007).

Discursive opportunities are a decisive factor in determining the appropri-
ateness of political reactions and public visibility of terrorists and victims.
Typically, terrorists reach a wide public audience (Schmid, 1989), while the
perspective of victims tends to receive little attention. However, public atten-
tion can vary depending on who is the perpetrator and who is the victim
(Knupfer & Matthes, 2021). Victims who belong to the perceived ingroup
are treated more favourably than victims who belong to the perceived out-
group. For example, minority groups are over-represented as perpetrators
and under-represented as victims in public debates (Dixon & Linz, 2000).
This marginalisation of minority groups is a general pattern in everyday
debates in Western societies and is reinforced in moments of crisis (Kroon
et al., 2016). In Germany, ethnic and religious minorities, such as Muslim
actors, have had limited opportunities to influence public debates on cultural
and identity issues (Cinalli & Giugni, 2013; Dolezal et al., 2010).

Resonance and public legitimacy of Islamist and right – wing
extremism

What are the differences between extreme right and Islamist terrorist attacks?
Both events are based on extreme ideologies that oppose processes of mod-
ernisation and liberal democracies, and benefit from identity conflicts within
Western societies (Fukuyama, 2018).2 Islamist extremism can be defined as ‘a
political ideology that strives to create a state and society in conformity with reli-
gious doctrine and Sharia law’ (Precht, 2007, p. 16). Right-wing extremism is ‘a
collective term for anti-democratic dispositions and attempts, that are tradition-
ally positioned at the extreme “right” of the left-right spectre’ (Backes & Jesse,
1993, p. 474).3 Right-wing extremism is based on an authoritarian, nativist
or ethnic nationalist belief system (Mudde, 2000, 2019; Ravndal, 2018).
When I refer to the term ‘far right’, I include both radical right actors who
reject the democratic constitution and extreme right actors who fundamen-
tally oppose the democratic constitution and aim to destroy the democratic
system (Pirro, 2022).

The goal of terrorist attacks is to generate fear and provoke intense politi-
cal reactions that call into question the legitimacy of the political elite and the
political system as a whole. A key difference is the ideals they offer as
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solutions to identity struggles: In the case of right-wing extremism, the collec-
tive identity is constructed around the ideal of a culturally homogenous
nation state. The identity of Islamist extremists is based on the ideal of a
state in conformity with Sharia law.

Even though both extreme ideologies pose a threat to liberal democracies,
there is a greater fear in Western societies about the compatibility of Islam
with democratic values and its potential for radicalisation (e.g., Panagopou-
los, 2006). After extreme right attacks, there is less of a broader debate
about cultural issues or ideology such as nationalism; instead, the perpetrator
is often portrayed as a ‘lunatic’ and the attack is linked to mental health issues
(Solheim, 2021). Right-wing terrorism is often perceived as incidents com-
mitted by socially isolated actors or ‘lone wolves’ (Dreier et al., 2022; Huff &
Kertzer, 2018). In contrast, outgroup hostility tends to be stronger after Isla-
mist attacks and stronger towards Muslims and immigrants than hostility
after attacks with another ideological motive and towards other societal
groups such as Christians or nationalists (Godefroidt, 2022). Islamist terrorists
are not perceived as a narrow outgroup of extremists but are viewed as con-
nected to the broad community of Muslims (Ahmed & Matthes, 2017).

The 9/11 attacks are the best-known example of Islamist terrorism in
Western democracies that produced negative sentiments and associations
between Islam, the integration of Muslims and public security (Ruigrok &
van Atteveldt, 2007). A more recent example was the Charlie Hebdo attack
in France 2015. The Charlie Hebdo attack led to discursive turns in different
European countries (Della Porta et al., 2020). While security and freedom of
expression became the dominant issues, the highest degree of polarisation
concerned issues related to Islam and migration. Far-right actors successfully
mobilised as an ‘entrepreneur of fear’ and ‘bulwark against multiculturalism
and Islamisation’ by linking security issues to Islam (Della Porta et al., 2020,
p. 202). Moreover, they influenced attitudes to immigration and the propen-
sity to vote for an anti-immigration party (Jacobs & van Spanje, 2021; Solheim,
2021).

This is in line with empirical research on the effects of extreme right vio-
lence. The anti-foreigner riots in the German town Hoyerswerda in 1991
intensified the asylum debate and triggered political reactions from domestic
politicians. Similarly to the dynamics after Islamist attacks, public debates
around these issues tended to increase the visibility of the far right (Koop-
mans, 2004). Moreover, after public debates on these riots, asylum seekers
became an increased target of far-right violence (Koopmans, 2004, p. 384).

Far-right actors have not only been successful in setting the agenda in
public debates, but have also been the driving force behind the politicisa-
tion of immigration in Europe. They triggered other political actors to
emphasise the issue as well (Gessler & Hunger, 2021; Hutter & Kriesi,
2019). In particular, mainstream parties and their reactions played a
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crucial role in the success and normalisation of far-right claims on immigra-
tion. Even critical and negative reactions by moderate parties towards
far-right actors increased their resonance and improved their opportunities
to shape the direction of public debates (Muis, 2015). This shows that
far-right actors benefit from any resonance in the public sphere as far as
the mobilisation of far-right supporters is concerned (Bonikowski, 2017,
p. 207). The success of far-right actors is linked to the national context
and path dependencies of individual countries (Brause & Kinski, 2022). In
Germany, far-right actors have by now a high degree of institutionalisation
and strong links to party politics, as illustrated by the electoral success of the
Alternative für Deutschland (AfD).

Based on previous research findings, I examine the public visibility, reson-
ance and legitimacy of radical actors, issues and events by testing the follow-
ing hypotheses. First, with regard to visibility, I assume that, regardless of the
ideological motive, extremists are newsworthy and attract public attention. In
contrast, I expect that victims and targets of the attacks, particularly ethnic
and religious minorities, hardly gain any public visibility. Based on ingroup
and outgroup explanations, I assume that Islamist extremists gain more visi-
bility in public debates than right-wing extremists. This is addressed by the
first two hypotheses.

Visibility H1a: Extremists gain more visibility in public debate than victims of terrorist attacks.
H1b: Islamist extremists gain more visibility in public debates than right-wing extremists.

Second, with regard to resonance, which refers to the thematic and political
responses to these attacks, I expect that after both Islamist and extreme right
attacks, right-wing parties successfully mobilise as entrepreneurs of fear
(Della Porta et al., 2020) and gain more public resonance than left-wing
parties. However, I assume that the thematic emphasis of the debate and
public framing of the central security risk depends on the ideological
motive for the event. In line with previous research (e.g., Godefroidt, 2022;
Ruigrok & van Atteveldt, 2007), I expect that Islamist attacks are broadly dis-
cussed and connected to immigration and Islam as central security threats.
Broad debates go beyond the attack, discuss a wide range of social issues
and link the attack to a broad outgroup such as immigrants or Muslims. In
contrast, I expect that extreme right attacks are narrowly discussed, focusing
on right-wing extremism and the terrorists as isolated fringe actors. Narrow
debates are limited to the attack, focus on issues around extremism and
link the attack to a narrow outgroup such as terrorists.

Resonance H2a Reactions by right-wing parties resonate more than reactions by left-wing parties after
terrorist attacks.

H2b After Islamist attacks there is a broad debate about immigration and Islam, while after
extreme right attacks there is a narrow debate about right-wing extremism.
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Finally, with regard to public legitimacy, I assume that extremist actors and
events associated with both ideologies predominantly attract negative atten-
tion. However, when it comes to the associated issues of Islamist and extreme
right terrorist attacks – namely Islam and nationalism – I expect public
debates after terrorist attacks to reinforce a general bias in Western democ-
racies (Kroon et al., 2016) and to evaluate Islam more negatively than nation-
alism. I examine public legitimacy via the following hypotheses.

Public Legitimacy H3a Terrorist attacks reduce the public legitimacy of extremist actors and their
political agenda in public debates.

H3b The public legitimacy of Islam decreases to a greater extent after Islamist
attacks than the public legitimacy of nationalism does after extreme right attacks.

Research design and data

The case selection is based on a systematic study of all fatal acts of political
violence in Germany since 2015. This includes four extreme right attacks and
three Islamist attacks that collectively represent the key radicalisation
phenomena in Western democracies.4 To my knowledge, this is the first com-
parative empirical assessment of the impact of these two types of attacks on
public debates. The comparative case selection includes terrorist attacks as
(1) planned and demonstrative act of political violence (Schmid, 2012) with
at least one fatality, (2) with lethal consequences motivated by right-wing
extremism or Islamism and (3) public visibility (at least five articles in national
German print media). These criteria are defined a priori and the case selection
is based on a systematic analysis of institutional and non-institutional sources
(for further details on case selection, see Annex A in the Appendix).

Focusing on Germany offers important insights for a better understanding
of radicalisation dynamics for several reasons: First, the country has the highest
levels of right-wing terrorism and violence (RTV) inWestern Europe since 1990
(Ravndal et al., 2021).5 Second, Germany provides an insightful case for the
purpose of this comparative study because right-wing extremism is institutio-
nalised and rooted in the German history and political culture, while Islamists
have nopotential institutional allies in political parties. The timeperiods I cover
is one week before and two weeks after each selected terrorist attacks. This
short-term period before and after terrorist attacks reveal shifts in public
debates and the extent to which terrorist attacks achieve their goal of gener-
ating fear and provoking intense political reactions.

Empirically, I draw on mass media data based on newspaper articles. Mass
media debates are key to understanding how radical actors’ ideas and frames
diffuse into the broader public.6 Due to the media bias of news production
and coverage, I collect data from different information providers. I collected
articles using the search engine Lexis Nexis from national newspapers with
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different ideological backgrounds – the left-wing newspaper ‘Süddeutsche
Zeitung (SZ)’ and the right-wing newspaper ‘Die Welt’. I selected articles
from all resorts that have a relation to Islamist and right-wing extremism
based on dictionaries (see Table A5 in the Appendix). Overall, 3056 newspa-
per articles were manually coded.

The methodological approach to code the articles consists of a relational
form of quantitative content analysis – the core-sentence analysis (CSA)
approach developed by Kleinnijenhuis et al. (1997) and further developed
by Kriesi et al. (2012). This time-consuming and extensive relation approach
is based on a finely structured system of categories. The relational data
allows me to analyse discourse dynamics and the relations between actors,
issues and events. The unit of analysis is a ‘core sentence’, which is the smallest
unit of analysis of any grammatical sentence. The pre-condition for coding a
sentence is that it includes an actor (subject) and an object (which can be
another actor, issue or an event). In core sentence analysis, different types
of core sentences are collected: The first two types are actor–actor sentences
and actor-social group sentences which describe the relationships between
actors. The third type are actor-issue sentences which measure the relation-
ships between actors and issues. I extend and add another type of core-sen-
tence to this method to capture the relationship between actors and
protest events, including political violence. For example, the grammatical sen-
tence ‘Alexander Gauland criticized the demonstration against racism’ is an
actor-event-sentence with a negative relationship (Gauland /−1/ demon-
stration against racism). Based on this coding scheme 9047 core-sentences
were manually coded (see Table A6 in the Appendix for coding procedure).7

The empirical analysis was conducted in three steps: At first, following the
discursive radicalisation model, I calculated measures for visibility, resonance
and legitimacy in public debates, summarised in Table 1. I measured visibility
based on the share of statements by extreme actors and victims or targets as
a percentage of all coded statements. Resonance refers to the wider public
contestation triggered by terrorist attacks. This is operationalised as the
share of statements by different political and civil society actors as a percen-
tage of all coded statements and the distribution of issues and claims in these

Table 1. Measuring discursive opportunities for radical actors and events.
Indicator Measurement

Visibility - share of statements related to the extremist or the victims as a percentage of all
statements

Resonance - share of statements by actors as a percentage of all coded statements
- share of issue references as a percentage of all coded statements

Public Legitimacy - average position on issues and actors of all coded statements
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debates. Finally, public legitimacy refers to the support for statements con-
veyed in the mass media and was measured as the average position on
issues and actors in public debates.8

In a second step, I use frame analysis to qualitatively reconstruct the inter-
pretative frames about right-wing extremism and Islamist extremism in
greater depth. My focus was on how different actors interpret the causes
and consequences of Islamist and extreme right attacks. I analysed all core
sentences two weeks after Islamist and extreme right attacks (N = 4446). Fol-
lowing Benford and Snow (2000), I analysed the diagnostic frame, which
refers to the definition of social problems and causes and the prognostic
framing, which refers to the plan of action or strategy for how to proceed.

In the final step, I rely on discourse network analysis to analyse the complex
connections between actors and issues and to identify discourse alliances
(Knoke et al., 2021). The relational CSA data allows me to analyse directed net-
works and identify the most influential actors in pushing these issues onto the
media agenda (further information in Annex A in the Appendix).

Results

Turning to the results, the first part sheds light on the discursive radicalisation
after Islamist and extreme right terrorist attacks; it describes who (namely the
actors) and what (namely the issues) gained visibility, resonance and legiti-
macy in the public sphere. As noted above, this quantitative analysis is fol-
lowed by an in-depth study of the framing of the causes and
consequences of the attacks. The final part brings together the previous ana-
lyses and shows, from a discourse network perspective, the driving forces in
the debate and the relationship between actors and issues.

Terrorist attacks in public debates

The extent to which terrorist attacks provoke political reactions and trigger
turning points in public debates depends on their visibility in the public
sphere. To study this comparatively, Figure 2 presents an overview of the visi-
bility of Islamist attacks (red) and extreme right attacks (blue) in public
debates in Germany since 2015.

The figure shows the visibility of terrorist attacks as the absolute number of
statements reported in the mass media. Overall, the findings show that the
most publicised terrorist attacks were those where the debate centred on
the ideological motives of the perpetrators and the political consequences
of the act. The Islamist attack in Berlin received the highest visibility in
public debates. The attack took place in December 2016, during a wave of
Islamist terrorist attacks across Europe in the highly politicised context of
the ‘refugee crisis’. The perpetrator, an unsuccessful asylum seeker, drove a
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stolen truck into a Christmas market, killing 12 people and injuring more than
100. This attack has since become a reference point in the debate on terror-
ism in Germany. Similarly, the extreme right attacks in Halle and Hanau had a
high visibility in public debates. In October 2019, a right-wing extremist mur-
dered two people in Halle after unsuccessfully trying to enter a synagogue
while live-streaming the act. Four months later, in February 2020, another
right-wing extremist, murdered eleven people in Hanau. The attacks occurred
within a short period of time and in a heated political climate.

In contrast, public attention was lower when the ideological motive of the
perpetrator was contested and discussed in an ambiguous way. Events with
lower public visibility included the 2016 attack in Munich, where a right-wing
extremist murdered nine people in the Olympia shopping mall; the 2019
extreme right attack on politician Walter Lübcke, who supported refugees;
and the 2017 knife attack by an Islamist, who killed one person and injured
five in a supermarket in Hamburg. The Islamist attack in Dresden in 2020 illus-
trates that public visibility increased when the events were embedded in a
series international terrorist attacks (see Table A4 and Figure B1 in the Appendix).

The visibility of victims and extremists

Figure 3 shows that, after Islamist and extreme right attacks extreme actors
gained more discursive space in the public sphere than the victims and the

Figure 2. Visibility of terrorist attacks in German public debates.
Note: The figure shows how often Islamist (red) and extreme right (blue) attacks triggered public state-
ments (absolute numbers) in public debates in the context of terrorist attacks between 2016 and 2020.

3498 T. VÖLKER



targets of the attacks, such as ethnic or religious minorities. This is illus-
trated by the share of public statements related to the extreme actors
and the victims, respectively. I understand extreme actors as extreme
right perpetrators and right-wing extremists such as the NSU 2.0 or
Gruppe S and Islamist perpetrators and extremists such as the Islamic
state.9 The empirical findings support hypothesis H1a that – regardless
of the ideological motive for the event – there were the same ‘winners’
and ‘losers’ in the debate.

The results show that the opportunities for extreme actors to gain public
visibility are better than the opportunities for victims and targets of terrorist
attacks. The empirical analysis indicates which actors speak and actively
determine the direction of public debates and which actors are spoken to
as passive objects of the debate (see Table B6 in the Appendix). I refer to
this distinction as subjects (for actors who speak) and objects (for actors
who are spoken to) in the debate. Victims did not gain sufficient public atten-
tion for them to be able to share their experience and perspective on these
events, nor did they receive much support for their demands from other
actors. In both cases, victims were only the subject of the statement in 0.3
% of cases and were mainly addressed as objects (they were talked about
rather than being talked to). In the rare cases in which the victims were men-
tioned, they were not portrayed as individuals but as an ‘anonymous mass’.10

The analysis showed that the names of the victims were hardly ever

Figure 3. Public visibility of extremists versus victims.
Note: The figure compares the share of statements portrayed in mass media by different actor groups
after Islamist attacks (red) and extreme right attacks (blue).
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mentioned. In contrast, the names of the perpetrators and extremist groups
were more visible in public debates (see Table B7 in the Appendix).

In line with H1b, Islamist extremists gained more visibility in public debates
than right-wing extremists.11 Islamist extremists were the subject of the state-
ments in 16.7 % of cases after Islamist attacks, while right-wing extremists
were the subject of the statement in 10.2 % of cases after extreme right
attacks. Similarly, the names of the extremists were mentioned more fre-
quently after Islamist attacks (10 % of the cases) than the names of the extre-
mists after extreme right attacks (5.51 % of the cases). This difference in
attention is consistent with previous findings showing that Western societies
perceive Islamist attacks as a greater threat than extreme right threats (Huff &
Kertzer, 2018).

Public resonance and legitimacy of Islamist and extreme right
ideologies

The discursive opportunities for radical actors include not only their visibility
in the public sphere but also how they resonate, and what broader thematic
debates they trigger. Resonance represents the second step of the discursive
radicalisation model and describes the extent to which these terrorist attacks
provoked reactions and influence debates on contested political issues.
Overall, the actor distribution in public debates following Islamist and
extreme right attacks was characterised by similar patterns: politicians and
parties had the largest share of statements, followed by governmental
actors and far-right actors (see Figure B2 in the Appendix).

Zooming in on the resonance of political parties, the analysis shows that
politicians from right-wing parties were more visible than politicians from
left-wing parties in political debates after extreme right and Islamist
attacks; this is consistent with hypothesis H2a.12 In particular, politicians
from the far-right AfD party were the most visible political actors, regardless
of the ideological motive for the event. Table 2 shows the extent to which
political parties dominated political debates (in relation to other parties)
after the attacks as actors who speak (subjects) or actors who are spoken
about (objects). Right-wing parties were able to share their perspective as
subjects in the debate in 59 % of the political statements after Islamist
attacks and in 57 % of the political statements after extreme right attack. Simi-
larly, the majority of the political statements addressed right-wing parties as
objects – in 73 % of the statements after Islamist attacks and in 70 % of the
statements after extreme right attacks. Notably, the AfD had the largest share
in the debate – after extreme right attacks, they were the subject of the
debate in 26 % of political statements and the object of the debate in 51
% of political statements. After Islamist attacks, its claims were referred to
by the both the CDU and CSU, which had the highest share as subjects
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(38.54 %) after the Islamist attacks. This may be related to the fact that the
CDU was part of the government, which improves any party’s chance to
shape public debates. In contrast, centre-left parties were less influential
after extreme right attacks and their claims were less visible than claims by
right-wing politicians. Only politicians of the Green party Bündnis 90/Die
Grünen, as the classic opponent of the AfD, played a significant role in
debates after Islamist attacks – 22 % of the statements came from them.

The results in Table 2 show that certain parties, in particular the AfD, were
over-represented in public debates relative to their vote share in parliament
(for details, see Table B8 in the Appendix). After Islamist and extreme right
attacks, right-wing parties were the more successful crisis communicators,
although extreme right attacks would have provided opportunities for left-
wing parties to criticise extreme right ideologies. This confirms previous
research findings that right-wing actors are successful issue entrepreneurs
in moments of crisis (e.g., Della Porta et al., 2020; Krzyżanowski, 2020).

What thematic debates emerged after Islamist and extreme right attacks?
Figure 4 compares the thematic emphasis of debates following Islamist (red)
and extreme right terrorist attacks (blue). The analyses demonstrate that the
content of public debates after terrorist attacks was related to the ideological
motive behind the attack.

The findings confirm hypothesis (H2b) that, after Islamist attacks there is a
broad debate about immigration and asylum, while after extreme right
attacks there is a narrow debate about right-wing extremism. After the Isla-
mist attacks studied here, the debate evolved around the question of how
and to what extent migration and Islam may be a breeding ground for radi-
calisation. Islamist attacks were linked to broad outgroups such as immi-
grants. This linkage between security and migration played into the hands

Table 2. Resonance: share of political parties as subject and object in political debates
after terrorist attacks, percentages.

Extreme right attacks Islamist attacks

Political party Subject Object Subject Object

AfD 25.74 50.79 18.54 49.25
FDP 6.05 5.82 1.95 0
CDU 18 10.58 15.37 4.48
CSU 6.75 3.17 23.17 19.4
Right-wing parties in % 56.54 70.36 59.03 73.13
SPD 16.03 10.05 13.9 13.43
Bündnis 90/Die Grünen 15.47 10.05 21.46 11.94
Die Linke 11.95 9.52 5.61 1.49
Left-wing parties in % 43.45 29.62 40.97 26.86
Total in % 100 100 100 100
N 711 189 410 67

Note: The Table shows the share of statements as percentage of all statements referring to parties. In
total, there were more political statements after extreme right attacks (N = 900) than after Islamist
attacks (N = 477).
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of far-right actors as ‘issue owner’. In contrast, after extreme right attacks, the
focus of the debate was on the perpetrator’s motives, individual radicalisation
and right-wing extremism. In line with the public invisibility of the victims,
many of whom were Muslims, there were hardly any debates on Islamopho-
bia following the attacks. Moreover, there was no broader debate on issues
such as nativism, national identity or Christian traditions and their relation
to right-wing extremism (for further details, see Table B8 and B9 in the
Appendix). This indicates that the ideological motive for the attack relates
to the public interpretation of the cause of terrorism.

Regarding the third step of the discursive radicalisation model, public legiti-
macy, the results show that there were differences between Islamist and
extreme right attacks. Yet, average attitudes on most issues did not change
significantly. Table 3 shows the degree of public legitimacy of issues and
actors covered in the mass media. It compares the level of public support
for issues and actors as object of statements one week before and one
week after Islamist and extreme right attacks. The observed shift captures
the change of (average) positions on issues and actors as the objects of state-
ments (−1 stands for a negative relationship and 1 for a positive relationship)
covered in the mass media.

The analysis supports H3a that terrorist attacks backfire in terms of legiti-
macy of extremist groups. Extremist actors and events associated with both
ideologies predominantly attracted negative publicity and were evaluated

Figure 4. Resonance of central sub-issues, share of statements.
Note: The figure compares the distribution of the sub-issues in public debates after Islamist and extreme
right terrorist attacks. It includes a threshold for a minimum number of statements (n > 16).
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as illegitimate after the terrorist attacks. The average negative shift of pos-
itions in mass media towards extreme right actors after extreme right
attacks was stronger than towards Islamist actors after Islamist attacks (see
Table B12 in the Appendix for the total number of statements).

Comparing the legitimacy of issues, the analyses show the continuity of a
broad (negative) consensus on issues of migration, nationalism and radicali-
sation. Public support for issues related to migration decreased after both
types of events, and statements linking security issues to failed integration
gained popularity. Even though there was a generalised debate about
migration and Islam instead of Islamist extremism after Islamist attacks,
there were on average more positive statements referring to the Islam than
negative statements. In contrast to hypothesis H3b, the average public pos-
ition towards nationalism decreases to a greater extent after extreme attacks
than the public legitimacy of Islam does after Islamist attacks. This indicates
that terrorist attacks can disrupt general patterns in everyday debates that
portray Islam more negatively than nationalism. Nevertheless, in both
cases, the negative framing of migration issue was used to describe ethnic
and religious minorities as a security threat and an illegitimate outgroup.13

The framing of security threats and extreme right and Islamist extremism is
analysed in more depth in the next part.

Different constructions of security threats: lone wolves or collective
threats

How do different actors interpret the causes and consequences of terror-
ist attacks? To address this question, I use frame analysis to qualitatively
reconstruct the interpretative frames about extreme right and Islamist
terrorist attacks in greater depth. Following Benford and Snow (1988,
2000), I analyse the diagnostic frame, which refers to the cause of the
attack (who is to blame) and the prognostic frame, which refers to the
consequence of the attack (what should be done). The frame analysis

Table 3. Legitimacy shift of actors and issues.
Public legitimacy shift (average position)

Islamist attacks Extreme right attacks

Statements referring to Actors
extreme right actors −0.18 −0.35
Islamist actors −0.28 −0.37
Statements referring to Issues
Islam 0.35 −0.11
migration −0.19 −0.55
nationalism −0.19 −0.16
radicalisation 0.01 −0.06
Note: Public legitimacy shift is the change of average position from one week before the event to one
week after the event (additional information in the Appendix).
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shows systematic differences in the framing of extreme right and Islamist
attacks in public debates. While extreme right terrorist attacks were
framed as incidents by isolated individuals or ‘lone wolves’, Islamist
attacks were framed as a collective threat connected to the broader
group of Muslims and immigration. This difference was also evident in
the prognostic framing: right-wing extremism was framed as a national
threat, focusing on individual radicalisation, and Islamist extremism was
framed as an imported security threat, focusing on a reorientation of
refugee policy (for further details, see Table A10 and B11 in the
Appendix).

Different actors were engaged in a discursive competition to interpret
the causes and consequences of the terrorist attack and to link them to
cultural and identity questions. Organisations representing ethnic min-
orities highlighted the experience of discrimination against the victims
from vulnerable groups and pointed to the structural problem of racism
in Germany. As the previous section of this paper demonstrated, these
actors did not receive a lot of discursive space to propagate their claims
in the debate. After the Hanau attack, members of ethnic minority organ-
isations compared the attacks to other acts of extreme right violence in
Germany in the past to illustrate that they were not isolated cases. They
criticised the fact that far-right actors such as the AfD and the ‘lone
wolf’ framing of extreme right terrorist were receiving too much media
attention. In the following quote by the chairman of the Immigration
and Integration Council (BZI), who is a member of the Green Party, this per-
spective is described as follows:

‘We have not forgotten Mölln, Solingen, Rostock- Lichtenhagen and Hoyers-
werda. Back then, the right-wing republicans only made it into local parlia-
ments. With the AfD, we now have a parliamentary arm of right-wing
radicalism and right-wing extremism in the Bundestag and in all state parlia-
ments.’ (Memet Kilic, 21 February 2020, Die Welt).14

In contrast, after Islamist attacks the central security threat was attributed to
migration and the lack of integration of refugees. In particular, right-wing and
conservative actors demanded improved security policies and surveillance in
order to fight Islamist actors and prevent potential radicalisation of migrants.
The most visible far-right party AfD framed terrorists as an imported security
problem caused by immigration and argued that the religion of Islam was in
conflict with Western culture and democratic values. The following quotes by
AfD politicians after the attacks in Berlin in 2016 and in Dresden in 2020 illus-
trate how far-right actors attributed the attacks to the Islam and multicultur-
alism and framed deportations as a solution to radicalisation. CSU politicians
supported this demand of the AfD by arguing against a general ban on
deportations of Syrian refugees.
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‘Poggenburg claims a “direct consequence of a policy of multiculturalism at any
price”, adding: “Anyone who continues to deny that Islam is directly linked to
Islamist terror is complicit in every additional victim”.’ (André Poggenburg, 21
December 2016, Welt)

‘All legal options must be exhausted in order to deport potential Islamist actors
and violent criminals as quickly as possible. (…) There must not be a general
ban on deportations’ (Alice Weidel, 26 October 2020, Die Welt).

This difference was also evident in the prognostic framing and the political sol-
ution proposed in response to the attacks. Right-wing extremismwas framed as
a national threat and Islamist extremism as an imported security threat. The
debates after the right-wingattacks focusedon individual radicalisationof extre-
mists in Germany and right-wing extremism as a national problem. In contrast,
after the Islamist attacks, the transnational scope of radicalisation played amore
important role and there was a focus on a reorientation of immigration policy.
After the extreme right attacks, the key political level chosen by the actors to
address theproblem (for example counterterrorismmeasures)was thedomestic
level (80 %t domestic and 20 % international regulations). In contrast, after the
Islamist attacks, only 51%of actors referred to the local or domestic level and 48
% to the international or European regulatory level as being the level at which
policies should be introduced (see Table B12 in the Appendix).

Overall, the analysis indicates that Islamist attacks were framed as an
imported threat related to immigrants threatening society as a whole,
whereas extreme right attacks were framed as a threat related to isolated
fringe actors threatening a part of society, namely ethnic and religious min-
orities. This may be explained by the increased ingroup solidarity and a sense
of connection to the nation as a link to and source of protection from the
dangerous other (e.g., Islamist extremism).

Discourse networks

Who were the most influential actors in pushing these frames and issues onto
the media agenda? Discourse network analysis provides a bird’s eye view on
the relationship between actors and issues in public debates (see Annex D in
the Appendix for the measurement and statistics of network analysis). Figure
5 shows the discourse networks after Islamist and extreme right attacks and
indicates the driving forces in the debate.15 The nodes of the directed
network are the actors and the issues of the debate.16 The connections
between the nodes are the ties. The ties show the relationship between
the actors and issues using colours indicating the average position: turquoise
is positive (1), yellow is neutral (0), pink is negative (−1). The line width
reflects the weight of the ties, defined as the number of statements towards
the issue by the group of actors.
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Figure 5. Actor-issue networks after. (a) Islamist attacks (top); (b) extreme right attacks
(bottom).
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The network analysis shows that similar actor constellations emerged and
dominated public debates after terrorist attacks. The degree of centrality of
the nodes indicates which actors and issues played a central role in the
debate. The out-degree coefficient indicates which actors had the highest
number of connections and the in-degree coefficient measures which
issues had the highest number of connections (see Tables D3 and D4 in
the Appendix). In both cases, governmental actors and political parties had
the highest out-degree and were the central actors driving these debates.
They put the highest emphasis on security policies and on strengthening
counter-terrorism. Regardless of the ideological motive for the event, there
was a broad consensus in public debates that counterterrorism efforts
should be expanded and state competencies widened. This supports
findings by de Graaf (2011) that moments of crisis can foster processes of
securitisation that encourage governments to expand security policies.

Yet, the networks illustrate that there were different issues pushed onto
the media agenda: after extreme right attacks, political actors put an empha-
sis on right-wing extremism, racism, antisemitism and radicalisation (the
issues with the highest in-degree). The position of political parties on right-
wing extremism reported in mass media was neutral on average. This was
influenced by the fact that the debate centred on the claims of the AfD. More-
over, extreme right actors – and their racist, anti-Semitic and nativist claims –
were at the centre of the debate. In contrast, after Islamist attacks, political
parties put an emphasis on radicalisation and immigration issues and on
average referred negatively to asylum issues. In contrast, they hardly ever
referred to Islamist extremism.

Looking at the dynamics in the debates, the network analysis shows that in
both cases the debates were characterised by a low level of density and dis-
tinct actor alliances. The density coefficient indicates the share of actual con-
nections from potential connections in the discourse network and can be
interpreted as the coherence of the discourse network17 (see Table D2 in
the Appendix). In both cases, the discourse networks were characterised by
a low level of density. After Islamist attacks, the discourse network was
slightly more cohesive (0.085) than after extreme right attacks (0.078). This
indicates that heterogenous and distinct actor alliances were engaged in a
discursive competition to link the debates on the attacks to different issues.

In sum, these findings demonstrate that terrorist attacks and their ideo-
logical motive had an impact on the agenda setting in public debates
and reinforced existing actor alliances and power dynamics in public
debates. The debates after terrorist attacks in Germany were characterised
by different patterns: On the one hand, attacks that had Islamist motives
were debated as an imported security threat that was connected to Islam
and immigration. On the other hand, extreme right attacks were debated
as a problem that was linked to a narrow outgroup of extremists. This
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may be caused by the fact that victims, such as ethnic and religious min-
orities rarely gained any discursive space to share their perspective and
influence public perception. Moreover, political elites played a central role
in the public interpretation of these attacks and the diffusion of far-right
frames, particularly the connection between security issues and immigra-
tion. This shows that the extent to which an ideology is historically rooted
in the country seems to influence the debate about the causes and political
consequences of the event. In line with my theoretical expectations, top-
down mechanisms can explain actor alliances in public debates that were
strongly path-dependent and reflected existing conflicts over migration,
Islam and nationalism. Moreover, from a bottom-up perspective, the ideo-
logical motive for the event influenced public attention as well as the
interpretation of the threat.

Conclusion

In this article, I have presented comparative evidence on the different ways in
which extreme right and Islamist terrorist attacks influence public debates in
Germany. Drawing on a new relational dataset based on a quantitative
content analysis of newspapers combined with qualitative frame analysis
and network analyses, I have compared mass media debates on Islamist
and right-wing extremism.

The results demonstrate the crucial role of ideologies for better under-
standing the political and democratic impact of terrorist attacks on
Western democracies. The empirical results support the theoretical argument
that the ideological motive for the terrorist attacks plays a central role in the
public interpretation of the events in question and shapes the public framing
of the security threat. The public resonance of actors and issues mirrors the
issue-specific discursive opportunities in Germany.

Overall, the attacks have reinforced rather than transformed existing
conflicts and actor alliances in public debates. First, both types of terrorist
attacks provide favourable conditions for the far right to influence the
direction and content of the debate. In contrast, victims such as ethnic
or religious minorities have little voice in public debates. Second, the
ideological roots of the perpetrator influenced the resonance of issues
and the interpretation of the central security threat and who or what is
responsible for the terrorist attacks: After Islamist attacks, the majority
of statements referred to the broader group of Muslims and immigration
as the central security threat. In contrast, extreme right attacks were
framed as incidents by ‘lone wolves’, portrayed as a narrow outgroup
of isolated fringe actors. Third, the results stressed the crucial role of pol-
itical elites for the public understanding of the central security threat and
diffusion of far-right frames.
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The present study adds to previous research by highlighting the crucial
role of ideology. The extent to which an ideology is historically rooted in
the country plays a crucial role in the public perception of extremist actors
and events. The high public resonance of far-right actors in the context of
critical moments can lead to incremental shifts in public debates that
enhance the normalisation of radical claims in the long-term. This is in line
with previous research that showed that the success of the far right
depends on favourable discursive opportunities (Castelli Gattinara & Froio,
2023; Della Porta et al., 2020). The discursive radicalisation model I have devel-
oped in this paper can serve as a tool to further analyse such mechanisms and
explain how events can offer windows of opportunity for radical actors to
gain public visibility, resonance, and legitimacy. As public debates are deci-
sive for the success of radical actors and their effect on public perception
and the political agenda, there is a need to further analyse the discursive
impact of radical events from a comparative perspective, by comparing
countries and different ideologies. This study sheds light on short-term
dynamics in the mainstream media but as we live in an age of social
media, it is necessary to integrate social media data and analyses of long-
term trends to get a full picture of dynamics in the public sphere. In addition,
further research is needed to cover a wider range of countries and cases in
order to test more systematically how ideology relates to alternative factors
such as the severity or location of the event.

The fact that Islamist and extreme right attacks are treated differently in
public debates and that victims gain no discursive space may bias public per-
ception of security threats and have important implications for counterterror-
ism and the general approach to radicalisation in Germany and beyond. The
reduction of the problem (of right-wing extremism) on the one hand and the
expansion of the problem (of Islamism) on the other hand may induce dispro-
portionate political reactions and prompt the formation of counterterrorism
initiatives that do not solve the problem.

Notes

1. Public legitimacy is not conceptualised as a legal or political term but as the
publicly visible evaluation of a statement as reasonable and acceptable in
public debates. It does not depend on resonance. For example, racist claims
can gain a lot of resonance but a low degree of public legitimacy.

2. Ideology is defined according to Wilson as ‘a set of beliefs about the social world
and how it operates, containing statements about the rightness of certain social
arrangements and what action would be undertaken in the light of those state-
ments’ (Wilson, 1973, p. 91).

3. I use these ‘umbrella’ definitions for comparative purposes, although there are
different sub-types and ideological variation. For a comparison of the ideologi-
cal features of Islamist and right-wing extremism see Annex A in the Appendix.
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4. The extreme right attacks include the 2016 attack in Munich, the attacks on the
politician Walter Lübcke and in Halle in 2019, and in Hanau in 2020. The Islamist
attack include the attack in Berlin 2016, in Hamburg 2017 and in Dresden 2020.

5. The measures and attention to RTV vary in different countries. In Germany it
includes attacks or discoveries of major arms repositories.

6. Online media platforms are not included as this study is particularly interested
in the publicly visible forms of political violence in mass communication.

7. The research interest is the overall perception of public discourses, as the sum
of communication processes produced in in the public sphere by multiple infor-
mation providers. Therefore, the articles were not weighted.

8. This measurement is based on a quality variable – ranking between -1 (negative
relationship) and 1 (positive relationship) and including 0.5 and -0.5 for a weak
relationship and zero (0) as neutral.

9. Both categories do not include parties.
10. For example, after the extreme right attacks in Hanau 2020 Muslims were the

central target but hardly visible in the debate. This changed in the following
year when the #saytheirnames initiative drew attention to this issue and poli-
ticians and media reports referred more to individual victims.

11. This refers to the visibility of radical actors as the share of statements related to
the extremists. The visibility of radical events follows a different pattern (see
Figure 2).

12. In line with previous research on party politics in Germany, I classify the far-right
AfD, right-wing liberal FDP and right-wing conservative CDU/CSU as right-wing
parties and the social democrats SPD, green party Grüne and left party Die Linke
as left-wing parties.

13. It is important to note that this legitimacy measure varies between the cases.
Figure C3 in the Appendix illustrates the legitimacy shifts for each case
separately.

14. Quotes have been translated by the author.
15. The analysis only includes actors with more than 9 statements. It is based on the

force-directed Fruchterman Reingold layout algorithm (see Annex D,
Appendix).

16. In a directed network, connections between nodes (ties) are directional. The
arrow indicated the direction of the tie.

17. Modularity is the strength of division of a network into modules or clusters.
Density is the intensity of interaction as the ratio of present interactions to
the maximum possible interactions in a network (0 = no interactions to 1 = all
possible interactions are present).
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