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Abstract

The paper deals with the process of radicalization in the armed forces
in Central Europe, with specific focus on the Czech Armed Forces and
the Bundeswehr. The author conceptualizes radicalization as a recent
security threat and explains the specifics of the use of this concept in
the armed forces. The most important historical legacies are identified
and the current development cases and trends are analyzed and
compared, including the specifics of various streams of extremism.
Possible recommendations how to counter radicalization are included in
the paper.

Abstrakt

Článek se zabývá procesem radikalizace v ozbrojených silách ve střední
Evropě, se specifickým zaměřením na ozbrojené síly ČR a na Bundeswehr.
Autor konceptualizuje radikalizaci jakožto soudobou bezpečnostní
hrozbu a vysvětluje specifika užití tohoto konceptu v ozbrojených silách.
V článku jsou identifikovány nejvýznamnější historické odkazy a jsou
v něm analyzovány a srovnány případy a trendy soudobého vývoje včetně
specifik různých proudů extremismu. V závěru článku jsou obsažena
možná doporučení, jak bojovat proti radikalizaci.

Keywords:

Radicalization; Extremism; Armed Forces; Central Europe.

Klíčová slova: Radikalizace; extremismus; ozbrojené síly; střední Evropa.

25

Vojenské rozhledy č. 3/2018

Radicalization in the Armed Forces

INTRODUCTION
Radicalization and countering are considered a serious contemporary security challenge in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO),1 in the European Union (EU)2
and in other international organizations as well as at national level in many countries.
Radicalization in the armed forces has a specific dimension, due to the important role of
the armed forces in the governmental security systems. Any instance of radicalization in
the military environment is a very sensitive issue and it is usually connected with strong
media attention and with political reactions. However, the current interest in radicalization is rarely focused on this process in the armed forces.3 This article tries to reduce
this research gap, at least at the conceptual level and at the level of a regional analysis.
It deals with radicalization in the armed forces in Central European area, mostly in Germany and in the Czech Republic (these two countries were chosen, inter alia, due to
the accessibility of data and due to their most developed counter-radicalization policy
in the region). However, it starts with - a relatively undeveloped - general conceptualization of radicalization in the armed forces. The historical legacies and current development trends are analyzed (with help of topical cases of radicalization). The main goal of
the article is to identify the most serious threats and risks connected with radicalization
in the armed forces in the Czech Republic and Germany as well as in broader Central Europe and to suggest possible ways and instruments of counter-radicalization. Historical
method, threat and risk analysis and a prescriptive approach will be used.

1

CONCEPTUALIZATION OF RADICALIZATION IN THE ARMED
FORCES

Radicalization is a frequently used term in contemporary scientific and political discussions. It is not only a “buzzword”, it can be a useful concept for detection, prevention
and elimination of violent extremism and the interconnected phenomena. A generally
respected definition of radicalization has not been elaborated yet. However, radicalization is mostly understood as a process of change from moderate politics towards violent
extremism or terrorism.4
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Radicalization was defined within the project of European survey of youth mobilization from 2011 as “the acceptance of the use of violent or undemocratic means to
reach specific goals”; more specifically, Jefrrey Murer stated: “Radicalization seems best
understood not as the collection of particular positions or opinions on matters, but rather as a social process, dependent on individuals and the specific background situations
of all involved.”5
Radicalization is a result of various influences and it can be analytically (and in a very
simplified way) carried out at micro- (individual), meso- (milieu/group) and macro- (societal/political) levels.6 It means that individual pre-dispositions are interconnected with
peer-groups, family milieu, study and working collectives, etc., and with the political development at national and international level.
Successful countering radicalization should take all three dimensions into account. It
is also important to distinguish between disengagement and de-radicalization. According to Horgan, disengagement means to stop terrorist/violent extremist activities, while de-radicalization is related to rejection of extremist values and principles.7
With respect to the above-mentioned general conceptualization of radicalization, radicalization in the armed forces should be understood as a process in which the military
staff tends to violent extremism or has become part of the violent extremist spectrum.
Radicalization before joining the armed forces, during the service in the armed forces
and after leaving the armed forces must be distinguished. All these phases can be interconnected (for example, if radicalized veterans try to influence soldiers during military
service).
Radicalization within the armed forces can be caused dominantly by external factors
(in relation to the military environment), inter alia, due to the reaction of radicalized
soldiers to general political issues (as the Fort Hood shooting in 2009).8 It can also be
the result of processes within the army (of course, also these processes are influenced
by the external environment). Inter-ethnic and inter-religious relations in the current
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Western armed forces are discussed as a driving factor of possible radicalization.9 However, also older cases can be found, such as the clash at Camp Pendelton in 1976.10
Radicalization can be an issue of individuals or small cells or it can be characteristic
of a large part of the army (as the research on radicalization of the Pakistani army has
shown).11 In this sense, the scope of radicalization within the army can reflect the situation in the whole society. Infiltration into important institutions is one of important
criteria of the strength of extremism as such.12 Radicalized representatives of various
forms of extremism can be active and the army. In the most extreme cases, the army can
be divided into two or more extremist and/or democratic factions and this situation can
be a warning signal of an incoming civil war (as in Spain in the mid-1930s).
Radicalization of professional soldiers has a specific dimension in comparison with
radicalization of conscripts, because conscripts usually have stronger ties to young scenes, including young subcultures with extremist streams. The abolition of military service can weaken this interaction between the extremist scenes and the army, however,
this problem remains important in societies with professional armies (as the recent case
of British neo-Nazi soldiers from 2017 shows).13 An interconnection of conscripts with
the army is temporarily limited in individual cases, while individually radicalized professional soldiers can have a longer and more dangerous impact on the army structures
(even more if they are in the command structures).
Soldiers can be radicalized towards various forms of violent extremism - right-wing
extremism, left-wing extremism, religious extremism, ethnic extremism or single-issue
extremism. Of course, each form of extremism has its specific features and national varieties. Radicalization towards right-wing extremism has been usually connected with
the use of neo-Nazi traditions or with the tradition of domestic fascist legacies, however,
in recent era we can also observe ideologically not very preciously conceptualized authoritarianism. Individual preferences of right-wing extremists are aimed at a strong state
with a strong army. This should serve in a dictatorship regime. Left-wing extremists with
communist background usually use the legacies of the communist armies and regimes
with the goal of their restoration. Anarchist extremists in the army are rare (they can be
mostly among conscripts). Due to their anti-militarist self-perception they reject “capi9	
TAUSCH,
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talist armies”. The growing number of Islamic extremists in western armies is connected
with radicalization in the Muslim diaspora communities. In Muslim countries, radicalization towards Islamic extremism can be caused by dissatisfaction with the domestic
political situation and with political cooperation of many Muslim countries with the USA
and their allies.
As mentioned above, extremism is usually defined as a rejection of values and principles of a democratic constitutional state. Respect to various legitimate political and religious ideas and believes is necessary and, for example, the patriotic conviction should
not be blamed as extremist from the radical leftist point of view. Verbal or physical
attacks against the army and soldiers due to their profession or strong ties to their national interests (in media, politics, etc.) can even become cause of their radicalization (in
reaction to such attacks).
Radicalization towards violent extremism can result in various forms of behaviour.
Soldiers can be, individually or in groups, involved in violent clashes, in hate crimes and
terrorist activities (with targets outside and/or inside army), they can cause incidents
(including war crimes) during military missions or they can be traitors of their countries
(espionage, sabotage, disloyalty, etc.), or they can even participate in coup d´états.14

2

LEGACIES OF RADICALIZATION IN THE ARMED FORCES IN
THE CZECH REPUBLIC AND GERMANY IN THE CENTRAL
EUROPEAN CONTEXT

Radicalization within the armies in Central European area can be found in many historical periods. However, modern concepts of a democratic constitutional state and extremism determine the use of the concept of radicalization in the recent sense. Revolutionary and patriotic rebellions against the Austro-Hungarian monarchy and against
non-democratic regimes in the 20th century cannot be understood as cases of radicalization.15 On the other hand, subversion of armies in democratic countries in Central Europe by fascist or communist forces in the interwar period, during the Second World War
and in the post-war period can be considered as struggle for radicalization of a large part
of the army with anti-democratic purposes.16 The use of traditions of the Wehrmacht
in Bundeswehr and a limited use of tradition of the communist armies in East Central
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Europe was not connected with cases of violent extremism. However, individual cases
of radicalization towards violent extremism by young soldiers and recruits using legacies
of the Nazi regime and collaboration with it were typical of the Bundeswehr and after
the fall of communism also of the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary. No cases of
violent radicalization towards left-wing extremism (with relation to the communist past)
are known.
One of the most significant cases of neo-Nazi radicalization with links to the military
sphere is connected with the German activist Michael Kühnen. He was born in 1955
in Beuel. In the late 1960s he started his engagement in right-wing extremist milieu.
In 1974 he joined the army and later was admitted to the University of Bundeswehr in
Hamburg. During this service he intensified his contacts in the neo-Nazi scene and was
able to establish a militant network.17 In 1977 he founded the organization called Action
Front of National Socialists (Aktionsfront Nationaler Sozialisten - ANS) with several dozens of members. Some of them were involved in terrorist plots.18 Kühnen himself was
accused of forming a terrorist organization and dismissed from the Bundeswehr in 1977,
however, he was not found guilty of this criminal offence.19 He was sentenced only for
propagandist crimes. In 1983, the ANS was banned. Kühnen played an important role in
the neo-Nazi scene also after his release from prison. The end of his career was not very
successful. He made a coming out of his homosexual orientation. This fact was strongly
criticized by a large part of the right-wing extremist spectrum. Kühnen died of AIDS in
1991.20 His case shows basic pre-radicalization before he joined the army, acceleration
of radicalization during the military service and study (probably due to growing self-confidence) and continuous activity after leaving the armed forces.
In several Central European countries, young soldiers serving as conscripts participated in racist violence against migrants and minorities in the 1990s and in the first half of
the 2000s. These conscripts had been usually radicalized before the start of their compulsory military service. An attack of a group of racist skinheads at a Roma wedding in
České Budějovice in the Czech Republic on 20 November 1999 can be mentioned as an
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example of participation of conscripts in violent extremism. Two of eighteen perpetrators served in the Czech army at the time of judgement in 2002.21
As mentioned in the conceptual part of this paper, professional armies are also vulnerable to radicalization and extremism. Previous engagement in extremist scenes was
characteristic of several cases in East Central Europe. A very specific case is the engagement of Istvan Csontos, a member of the Hungarian killer group, which murdered six
Roma people in 2008-2009. He was a former soldier of the Hungarian army, inter alias,
he served two years in Kosovo, and allegedly worked as an informant of the military
intelligence.22 In the Czech Republic, professional soldier Lukáš Sedláček participated
in the training of the militant neo-Nazi group White Justice and he was expelled due
to this fact from the army in 200923 (however, during the process with the main part of
the group he was only a witness24). Historical criminal violent extremist organizations or
contemporary terrorist groups were propagated by professional soldiers.25
As follows from the above-mentioned facts, the Western German army has a tradition of right-wing extremist radicalization connected with the armed forces at least since
1970s. A wave of such events came also in East Central Europe after the fall of communism. It is difficult to identify a specific and clear legacy of radicalization in the Central
European area. It seems better to focus on a stable and continuous presence of various
cases. Radicalization towards violent right-wing extremism dominated in first two decades after the fall of communism in Central Europe.26 It reflected the development of
radicalization and extremism in the whole society. Many young men in these countries
solved their frustrations (from real or imaginary problems) and fell into the racist militant milieu. On the other hand, the democratization of the armed forces in East Central
Europe can be seen as a specific process of de-radicalization of former communist sol-
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a football match. OKRESNÝ SÚD PREŠOV. 2011. 6Tv 1/11-226.
As a possible case of separatist extremism, we can mention the failed bomb attack in Kolín
in 1992 in connection with the activities of the Slovak Liberation Army (SOA) at that time.
However, there is no clear evidence of such a background. The attack aimed at the authors of
the book “The Slovak Airmen 1939-1945” due to alleged defamation of the Slovak history. One
of suspicions was related to Slovak soldiers in Kolín barracks, however, the real perpetrator
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diers, who expressed their preparedness to fight against anti-communists (or at least
their disengagement in cases of dismissed “hard-line” communists from the army).

3

CONTEMPORARY TRENDS OF RADICALIZATION IN THE ARMED
FORCES IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC AND GERMANY IN
THE CENTRAL EUROPEAN CONTEXT

Contemporary situation in East Central Europe is characterized by deep changes in
the security environment with an impact on the extremist scene as well as on the armed
forces. Mostly, the consequences of long term migration and the topic of migration crisis
play a role in the Western part of Central Europe, while migration crisis and new Russian
hybrid campaigns in Eastern Europe can cause a new wave of radicalization.
It is important to mention that the problem of violent extremism in the armies is
higher in Germany and Austria than in Eastern European countries. However, comparable data are available only from Germany and the Czech Republic. According to sources
of the German Ministry of Defence based on the data of the German Military Counterintelligence, between 2010 and 2017, 113 cases of extremism in the Bundeswehr were reported.27 In the Czech Republic, in the same time period 22 cases of criminal behaviour
with extremist background were reported, most of them (13 cases) in 2011 and 2012 as
a result of growing interest in these issues after scandals from the end of the 2000s.28 In
both countries, all cases of extremism - non-violent and violent - are reported together.
In Germany, there were 89 cases from the field of right-wing extremism and 24 from
the field of Islamist extremism. In the Czech Republic, the majority of cases came from
the right-wing extremist milieu, however, two cases are connected with provocative Islamist propaganda in discussions at military web-sites and one case with provocative
non-violent behaviour of one professional soldier (however, this case cannot be clearly
labelled as “Islamic extremism”).29
In Germany and the Czech Republic, the term “extremism” is used in official documents, not in the law (in contrast to Slovakia, where it is included in the penal code in
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of in the city of Albrechtice on the night of 30 to 31 May. The Police of the Czech Republic,
therefore, initiated criminal proceedings for reasonable suspicion of having committed an
offence of expression of sympathy towards a movement aimed at suppressing human rights and
freedoms. The aforementioned soldier was released from the service on 31st October 2015”.
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the Czech Republic in 2015. Praha: MVČR, 32
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the set of specific criminal offences30). In both of these countries, the term is defined - in
a simplified way - as an anti-thesis of a democratic constitutional state.31 Crimes with
extremist background are a sum of all crimes (various criminal offences) committed with
extremist motivation. Radicalization is also not a legal term. However, the radicalization
process in the armed forces can be observed by military intelligence services as a threat
based on norms regulating this field, in particular Act No. 153/1994 Coll., on Intelligence
Services of the Czech Republic (mostly §5(3b) - collecting information on “intentions and
activities against securing the defence of the Czech Republic”32) and §1(1) of the Act on
the Military Counterintelligence Service in Germany (collection and evaluation of information about “activities aiming against the free democratic order of the Federal Republic of Germany, against the state or security of the federal union or the state”33).
The recent topical German case of alleged right-wing extremist radicalization is connected with the activity of the Bundeswehr first lieutenant Franco A. (born 1989). He
was originally suspected of planning a terrorist attack, probably under a “false flag”,
however, this suspicion was not confirmed. He was arrested on 3 February 2017 at
the Vienna-Schwechat airport due to his attempt to hide his pistol. Between April and
November 2017, he was in custody. His case has not been definitely decided by the court
until the submission of this paper, however, in June 2018 the most serious charges were
rejected by the Supreme Court (OLH) in Frankfurt. The original accusation against Franco
A. included planning terrorist acts against the German Minister of Justice Heiko Maas,
Vice-President of the German Bundestag Claudia Roth from the Green party and human
right activists. This case was extraordinary due to the fact that Franco A. started an asylum process in Germany under a false identity of a Syrian Christian refugee in 2016. He
played this role successfully for several months (despite the fact that he does not speak
Arabian). However, the OLH stated that there is no clear evidence that Franco A. really
had had the intention to commit the above-mentioned attacks. He is further prosecuted
only due to delicts related to the possession of weapons.34 According to German official
sources, he was not part of a broader network. This case caused huge media and political
interest regarding extremism in the armed forces.35
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The cases of radicalization of recent or former Muslim soldiers seem to be a new
challenge for the German and Austrian armies. Preventive programs aimed at religious
tolerance were adopted.36 However, the topical case from Austria shows their limits. On
11 March 2018, 26-year-old Austrian Islamist Mohammed E. (with family roots in Egypt)
stabbed an Austrian soldier who guarded the Iranian embassy in Vienna. The soldier
survived thanks to the protection vest and shot the attacker, who died. In 2012, Mohammed E. served in an elite ceremonial unit of the Austrian president and he used benefits
of pro-Muslim programs. Despite this fact, he became more radical.37
In the Central European area, the issue of Muslim soldiers is not a relevant topic. Paramilitary groupings organized by the right-wing extremist spectrum or by ideologically
not clearly fixed pro-Kremlin groups pose a more serious challenge. They try to establish
connection to the military and state security sphere. Some of them are closely linked to
former soldiers.38 Actual cases of radicalization of professional soldiers towards violent
extremism associated with the activities of these groups are not known now, however,
a threat of their possible impact on some soldiers should be not underestimated.39 These
groups can turn violent in various crisis situations, including the so-called hybrid war.

4

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR COUNTERING RADICALIZATION IN
THE ARMED FORCES

As the previous cases of the development and the recent situation of radicalization
in the armed forces in Central Europe show, this issue should be taken carefully into
account by policy-makers, military commanders and scholars. However, avoiding “alarmism” is a necessary condition for successful de-radicalization policy. In connection with
individual cases of radicalization or extremism defaming the military forces as a whole should be avoided. Waiting for final results of investigation is an important part of
planning further steps against radicalization (such as in the medialized case of Franco A.).
Prevention is a basic instrument against radicalization and preventive programs have
been implemented in Central European armies. The Czech Ministry of Defence published
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even a guideline against extremism in 2011.40 Military intelligence and military police
monitor the situation (in Poland, intelligence services report the situation in Sejm, for
example41). Inter-agency cooperation (including cooperation between military and civilian bodies) is an important element of successful countering of extremism and radicalization. The harmonization of terminology and data collection and comparison seems to
be a challenge at the international level.
It is important to focus on real extremism and real dangerous phenomena (not on
unclear tattoos, for example42). The border-line between patriotism (which is generally
a welcomed part of soldier’s identity) and intolerant nationalism (which can be the first
step to right-wing or ethnic extremism) or between legitimate deep religious conviction
and religious intolerance should be clearly defined and respected, despite the fact that
some media or NGO activists can define this line more restrictively.
A flexible reaction of repressive as well as preventive institutions and actors is required. It means, that in sensitive situations (political crisis, media attacks, serious crimes
with impact on broader public, etc.), special measures should be adopted (discussions
with soldiers about topical issues, ad hoc communication with media and politics, special programs, etc.). Intensive work with military veterans seems to be a serious challenge
for the future. It is also important to keep in mind that extremism and radicalization can
be restricted in the whole society as well as in the army, however, not completely eliminated. Continuous countering of radicalization is necessary.

CONCLUSION
Radicalization in the armed forces is a result of an interaction between the societal
and military spheres. In individual cases and in specific situations, soldiers can be influenced by extremist ideologies and behaviour. Radicalization to violent extremism is relatively rare in modern era in Central European armed forces, however, individual cases
are also concern of responsible institutions. Islamism in the Western part and para-militarism in the Eastern part of Central Europe are topical issues for counter-radicalization
efforts. Central European security systems continuously develop counter-extremist and
counter-radicalization measures. An improvement of communication with media and
policy makers on the one hand and with soldiers about sensitive issues on the other
hand is a challenge for the future military policy in Central Europe.
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