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The Collective Nature of Lone Wolf Terrorism: 
Anders Behring Breivik and the Anti-Islamic 
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Anders Behring Breivik, a lone wolf terrorist, killed 77 people in two terrorist attacks 
in Norway in 2011. This study uses framing theory from social movement studies to 
compare his Manifesto with the rhetoric of the anti-Islamic movement that inspired 
him. The anti-Islamic movement has a dual, and sometimes inconsistent, collective 
action framing. On the one hand, they portray Islam as an existential threat to the 
West and a warlike enemy; on the other, they promote peaceful and democratic oppo-
sition. The potential for radicalization is thus immanent. This case study reveals the 
importance of seeing lone wolf terrorists as acting from rhetoric embedded in larger 
social movements. It further demonstrates, in detail, the subtle and complex ways in 
which political narratives rejecting terrorism and political violence still end up inspir-
ing such acts.

Keywords anti-Islam, counter-jihad, lone wolves, social movements, terrorism

Introduction

On July 22, 2011, Anders Behring Breivik committed two consecutive terrorist attacks 
in Norway. He first detonated a car bomb in the centre of Oslo, killing eight people. 
Subsequently, he drove to an island where the political organization Labour Youth had 
a summer camp, and shot dead 69 young people. Only hours prior to these attacks, the 
terrorist distributed a 1,518-page Manifesto via email in which he explained his acts.1 
The attacks were unprecedented in their extent and brutality for a country with little 
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760 L. E. Berntzen and S. Sandberg

experience of political violence, a low crime rate and just under 35 murders a year on 
average.2 Investigations by the police and the Norwegian Police Security Service have 
not yet confirmed that the terrorist is connected to any organized entity, as he claimed 
in the Manifesto, in police interrogations, and in court. Rather, Breivik seems to have 
all the characteristics of a lone wolf terrorist. The terrorist attacks were nevertheless 
inspired by well-known political rhetoric.

Lone wolf terrorism has a long history in Western countries.3 In the wake of the 
terrorist attacks by Breivik in Norway in 2011 and by Mohammed Mehra in France 
in 2012, many have claimed that loners are the future of terrorism. Traditionally 
 accounting for only 1.28% of terrorist incidents,4 a popular conception is that they 
will increasingly replace traditional terrorist groups and networks.5 The notion of lone 
wolves is replacing concepts such as leaderless resistance,6 and is receiving increasing 
attention in the scholarly literature on terrorism.7

Lone wolf terrorists operate individually, do not belong to an organized group, and 
are difficult for authorities to detect. However, it is easy to misinterpret the notion of lone 
wolves, along with their lack of social networks, mental disorders,8 and the tendency to 
“create their own ideologies.”9 Most importantly, the lone wolf  metaphor evokes images 
of ideologically and socially unaffiliated individuals, and directs the attention away from 
the social character of language and political narratives.10 Scholars have previously 
noted the influence of rhetoric of far-right movements and Islamist extremism on lone 
wolf terrorists and our aim is to further study these connections.11 It has been previously 
argued that terrorist groups can be considered transnational social movement organiza-
tions (SMOs), and social movement theory provides a useful conceptual framework to 
understand terrorism.12 The tripartite framework of social movement theory includes 
political opportunities, mobilizing structures, and collective action framing.13 Given the 
importance of ideological inspiration, framing theory is a particularly useful analytical 
tool for understanding the collective aspect of lone wolf terrorism.

In this study, we use framing theory to compare the rhetoric of Breivik’s Manifesto 
with that of the larger anti-Islamic movement in Norway. We examine a number of 
research questions: What is the collective action framing of the anti-Islamic movement 
in Norway? What is the collective action framing of Breivik’s Manifesto? What is the 
 relationship between them? These questions lay the groundwork for a discussion of the 
relationship between lone wolf terrorism and the larger social movements that inspire it.

In his Manifesto, Breivik partly replicated earlier anti-Islamic and right-wing 
extremist ideology and political narratives and partly composed a new rationale for 
 terrorism.14 His collective action framing most noticeably overlaps with that of the larger 
anti-Islamic movement, but it stands out by advocating violent means. We argue that the 
case of the terrorist attacks in Norway demonstrates the importance of seeing the terror-
ism of loners as embedded in, and motivated by, the rhetoric of larger social movements.

Framing Theory and Terrorism

Framing theory studies the rhetoric and language of social movements.15 The term 
“frame,” borrowed from Goffman, describes “schemata of interpretation” used by 
individuals to attach meaning to events and occurrences.16 The idea is that social move-
ments need to engage in development and diffusion of inter-subjective  meaning. In 
framing theory, the rhetoric of social movements is conceptualized as collective action 
frames. In Snow and Benford’s version,17 collective action frames encompass a diag-
nosis and prognosis of a problem, and a call to action for its resolution.18 Diagnostic 
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The Collective Nature of Lone Wolf Terrorism 761

framing is concerned with problem identification (who is to blame?), prognostic fram-
ing with problem resolution (what can be done about it?), and  motivational framing 
with a rationale for engaging in collective action, or some articulation of a motive.19 
As opposed to the clear-cut categories of  diagnostic and prognostic framing, motiva-
tional framing crosses categories and is harder to define. It is nevertheless important, 
and coherence between these three aspects is vital to create a viable movement.

Framing theory in social movement studies offers a detailed and specific tool 
for comparing the rhetoric of different political actors.20 The theoretical framework 
emphasizes actors’ way of thinking, rationale, and motivation, and has previously 
been used to study Al Qaeda and racist nationalism in North America and Europe.21 
Framing theory does not exclude other factors such as individual psychology,22 social 
factors, political opportunities,23 or the existential attractions, excitement, and feelings 
of terrorists.24 On the contrary, combined, these various aspects can contribute to a 
comprehensive understanding of contemporary terrorism.25

Social Context and the Anti-Islamic Movement

In parallel with the developments in many European countries, mass  immigration 
from non-Western countries to Norway began to increase in the 1970s.26 The 
Norwegian population exceeded five million in 2012, of which 13.1% were first- or 
 second- generation immigrants, and 6.0% from Africa or Asia (including Turkey). The 
largest single group of immigrants from these regions comes from Pakistan, closely 
followed by Somalia and Iraq, all of which have a Muslim majority population.27 
The most recent official estimates of the number of Muslims in Norway are between 
100,000 and 185,000 people.28

Norway’s population exhibits widespread scepticism towards immigration, espe-
cially from non-Western and Muslim countries. Forty percent of people believe that 
immigration constitutes a serious threat to Norwegian values, and 50% believe that 
Islamic values are generally or completely incompatible with Norwegian ones.29 
Moreover, 50% of people want to stop or severely restrict Muslim immigration.30 
Although these data should be interpreted with care, there is no doubt that many 
Norwegians consider Muslim “values” and immigration from Muslim countries to be 
problematic, and several organizations and political parties appeal to these opinions 
and segments of the population.

The wide variety of anti-Islamic actors in Norway can be seen as forming an 
anti-Islamic movement.31 There are many similarities between this movement and 
those seen in other European countries, for example Denmark.32 The various actors 
share an anti-Islamic identity and rhetoric, and have overlapping and close ties, but 
there are also important differences.33 The second largest political party in Norway, 
the Progress Party,34 is the most influential—but also the most diverse and  ambiguous 
actor—in this scene.35 One of the Progress Party’s main issues has been limiting immi-
gration, especially from  non-Western and Muslim countries. The party has also fre-
quently warned against the Islamization of Norwegian society. A small faction on the 
political right of the Christian Democratic Party on the west coast of Norway has 
voiced similar views. The importance of immigration in political campaigns increased 
during the past two parliamentary elections, and is now by far the most important 
issue for Progress Party voters.36 However, the Progress Party also receives consider-
able support from its emphasis on lowering taxes, health care for the elderly, and issues 
of law and order.
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762 L. E. Berntzen and S. Sandberg

Other and more central parts of the anti-Islamic movement include several minor and 
politically autonomous organizations, such as the independent think-tank Human Rights 
Service (HRS). There are also more radical organizations such as the Norwegian Defence 
League (NDL), a smaller and much less important Norwegian version of the English 
Defence League, and Stop Islamisation of Norway (SIAN), part of a transnational Stop 
Islamisation of Europe network represented in 18 European countries. Whereas the HRS 
is a relatively pragmatic actor appealing to a broad segment of the population, the NDL’s 
and SIAN’s rhetoric, form of protest, and organizational model have made them quite 
marginal political actors. The anti-Islamic movement in Norway also consists of  several 
organizations and individuals primarily oriented towards running critical and  controversial 
webpages.37 Document.no and Honestthinking.org, for example, are highly critical of Islam, 
immigration, and multiculturalism.

The various organizations forming the anti-Islamic movement in Norway are 
on a continuum from populist to radical, terms not to be viewed as absolute, but 
rather as relative markers of differentiation.38 Along this continuum, agents such as 
the Progress Party, the HRS, and Document.no are at the populist end of the scale, 
emphasizing the dichotomy of the people versus the elite, and warning against the 
“Islamization” of society.39 Agents such as SIAN and the NDL, by contrast, are at 
the radical end, although “radical” in this context does not indicate overt support of 
violent measures.40 Radical SMOs often support the so-called “Eurabia thesis”.41 This 
conspiracy theory claims that the political and cultural elites have entered into a secret 
partnership with the Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamists, and that this collusion 
has been in effect for decades. They also consistently denigrate political opponents as 
Marxists.

Breivik and the Manifesto

Anders Behring Breivik was an avid consumer of information from several of these 
organizations, and had at different points in his life been associated with some of 
them. He had previously been a member and representative of the Progress Party, but 
at the time of the terrorist attacks, he rejected their politics and had no formal links 
to the party. Citing the blogger Fjordman, whose texts are an important part of the 
Manifesto, Breivik also uses statistics and background material from the HRS (p. 409 
in the Manifesto). Moreover, Breivik describes Document.no and Norge IDAG, the 
newspaper of the rightist faction of the Christian Democratic Party, as the only true 
conservative “newspapers” in Norway, and he participated in a meeting hosted by 
Document.no and contributed many posts to the website. He endorsed the umbrella 
organization of SIAN and was a member of the NDL, but played no important role 
in the organization. Breivik seems to have tried to be a part of many of these organi-
zations, but his radical views and unpleasant personality left him constantly on the 
periphery.42

Breivik’s rationale for committing the terrorist acts was influenced by the broader 
anti-Islamic social movement. This is evident in his Manifesto, 2083–A European 
Declaration of Independence, which is divided into three main parts, or “books:”

Book 1:  What you need to know, our falsified history and other forms of cultural 
Marxist/multiculturalist propaganda

Book 2: Europe Burning
Book 3: A Declaration of pre-emptive War.
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The Collective Nature of Lone Wolf Terrorism 763

In the Manifesto, Breivik quotes, recounts, and reinterprets the rhetoric of an  emerging 
anti-Islamic movement across Europe and the United States.43 This  transnational 
social movement is also the main inspiration for the anti-Islamic movement in Norway. 
His views were influenced by online information and interactions.44 The most impor-
tant inspirations for Breivik are Bat Ye’or,45 Robert Spencer,46 and the Norwegian 
blogger Fjordman, who gained prominence on the self-styled counter-Jihadi47 website 
Gates of Vienna.48 Breivik’s Manifesto is written in English and comprises a collection 
of texts from a variety of sources. Some sections reproduce other authors’ work, and 
others are plagiarized with only minor changes.49 There are also sections in which he 
writes more independently, characterized by less elegant English, grammatical errors, 
and the frequent use of exclamation marks.

Method

Data sources for this study are: (a) a wide selection of literature from the Norwegian anti-
Islamic movement, (b) interviews with key actors in the Norwegian anti-Islamic move-
ment, and (c) Breivik’s Manifesto. The selected literature represents various organizations 
and individuals. We have followed this movement closely for two years, before, during, and 
after the terrorist attacks. The texts we have chosen are illustrative and not exhaustive, but 
they capture the general rhetoric of the movement prior to the terrorist attacks. We com-
bine the studies of these texts with six interviews with members of prominent anti-Islamic 
organizations, all conducted by the first author in September and October 2010.50 Finally, 
we have done an in-depth study of Breivik’s Manifesto. The different data sources are ana-
lysed using Snow and Benford’s concept of “collective action frames.”51 More specifically, 
we have identified and compared the diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational framing of 
the anti-Islamic social movement with similar framing efforts in Breivik’s Manifesto.

The Norwegian anti-Islamic social movement consists of a multitude of diverse 
actors. Describing their shared collective action framing is a simplification for analytical 
purposes. We have emphasized SMOs with a clear and consistent anti-Islamic rhetoric, 
but have also included the Progress Party, especially representatives and factions who 
have taken great interest in immigration. Large parts of Breivik’s text are copied and 
rewritten from work by actors in the anti-Islamic movement, and there are thus many 
similarities. We still treat the text as indicative of Breivik’s world-view and motives for the 
terrorist attacks. He collected the various texts and put considerable effort into rewriting 
them for inclusion in the Manifesto. Although Breivik’s text is fragmented and represents 
a multitude of voices, it is nonetheless the work of a single “author.” We may have made 
his Manifesto appear more coherent than it really is. Analysing it as political rhetoric is 
in many ways a rationalization of a sometimes disorganized and ambiguous text. Despite 
these difficulties, we hope to demonstrate that a comparison of the ideology and world-
view of a terrorist and the more moderate social movement that inspired him can inform 
studies of political rhetoric and ideology, terrorism, and social movements.

Collective Action Framing in the Norwegian Anti-Islamic Movement

Diagnosis: Islam as an Existential Threat

To construct a common framework for action, the various actors must operate with 
a more or less unified understanding of what they define as problematic.52 The anti-
Islamic SMOs identify a plethora of problems, most of which they share. Their 
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764 L. E. Berntzen and S. Sandberg

diagnostic framing has two main elements. First, they argue that Islam and Islamism 
constitute a totalitarian threat and describe how immigration and multiculturalism 
undermine Western values and the welfare state. Second, they argue that the state and 
the cultural elite oppress both the movement and the people. The enemy, therefore, is 
both Muslims and the national elite.

Most SMOs in the anti-Islamic movement acknowledge the differences between 
secular, moderate, and fundamentalist Muslims. Nonetheless, all the SMOs adhere to 
one central and unifying tenet—that Islam is a political ideology or force, not simply 
a religion. They also describe how Islam and Muslim cultural norms are gaining a 
foothold in the Western world. Moreover, several of the SMOs describe the increased 
accommodation of Muslims as planned “sneak Islamization” or Islamization,53 
including the introduction of halal products, Sharia law, Muslim ghettoes, honour 
killings, increased anti-Semitism, and gender segregation:

If  this development is not turned around within a decade, and if  Europe 
doesn’t work out an immigration policy that is healthy and sustainable in 
terms of values, the continent is doomed. It will be Islamized, and will 
 suffer everything that goes with that.54

The anti-Islamic movement’s diagnosis is that non-Western immigration is undermin-
ing social cohesion, and will eventually lead to the dissolution of the welfare state.

One of the main schisms between the populist and radical elements within 
the movement can be found in the emphasis on the Eurabia thesis, or the conspir-
acy between Western elites, the Muslim Brotherhood, and leaders of Arab nations.
Whereas the radical elements such as SIAN and the NDL fervently argue in favour of 
this view, the moderate elements distance themselves from this term. Many still argue 
that the Islamization is at the direct behest of—or due to the failings of—the glo-
balist and multicultural elite in the political arena, academia, and mainstream media. 
Norway’s Labour Party is often portrayed as a main opponent of traditional society 
and as responsible for its destruction:55

It’s the Labour Party that has opened the borders in spite of the halt to 
 immigration. It’s the Labour Party that has given us thousands of new 
Norwegians from different cultures and bad cultures every year. The Labour 
Party is ensuring that people with a Norwegian cultural background are 
fleeing several parts of Oslo, leaving behind enclaves where Muslim single-
mindedness, dogmatism, and intolerance grow ever stronger.56

The Labour Party and the elites are perceived to be betraying the people by oppress-
ing and distorting the popular opposition to immigration, Islamization, and multi-
culturalism. In their view, this is done by brainwashing young people in the  education 
system, and it is done because the elite believe both the people and the anti-Islamic 
SMOs to be racist.57

Another schism is evident in their use of statistics as part of their diagnostic fram-
ing. The radical SMOs rely on deceptive exaggerations, for instance that Muslims will 
be in the majority in Norway by the year 2060.58 The moderate SMOs rely on official 
data and projections to a much larger degree, but they argue that these numbers are 
actively under-communicated by the “elite.”59
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The Collective Nature of Lone Wolf Terrorism 765

In summary, the anti-Islamic diagnosis is a poignant “injustice frame”60 that 
paints a vast and dark picture of an hegemonic elite that actively conspires to under-
mine the Norwegian people. The elite and the left wing oppress both them and the 
populace, either proactively or tacitly in league with Islamic organizations and agents. 
A few even explicitly argue that the state actively incorporates Islamic  organizations, 
 granting them power.61 The anti-Islamic movement sees multiculturalism as a 
 dangerous project leading to the self-destruction of Western civilization. The various 
elements of diagnostic framing cement the two central dichotomies of the anti-Islamic 
SMO’s collective action framing: The West versus Islam and the people versus the elite. 
Through their rhetoric, they create an active delineation whereby they view themselves 
as being on the side of the people, against the elite, Islam, and Islamists.

Prognosis: Non-Violent and Democratic Solutions

In addition to the diagnosis, the construction of a collective action framework 
implies an articulation of possible solutions and strategies for coping with issues that 
agents view as problematic.62 The various anti-Islamic SMOs propose a wide range 
of solutions and strategies to overcome what they view as multicultural dominance 
and Islamization of Norwegian society. For example, they advocate a complete halt 
to non-Western immigration, assimilation instead of multiculturalism, an extended 
emphasis on Christianity and liberal values, and public inquiries into and debate over 
the negative effects of immigration.

The call for a complete halt to or a drastic reduction in non-Western immigration 
contains an implicit assumption that Muslims are hard to integrate/assimilate, making 
every Muslim immigrant a potential threat to Western culture and values. Further, to 
counter what they see as a failed multicultural doctrine, the anti-Islamic movement 
argue that more emphasis should be given to Western and Norwegian values, includ-
ing freedom of speech, gender equality, and tolerance of difference. To achieve this, 
they demand assimilation of immigrants and secularization of Islam:63

You can call it a values-based assimilation—assimilation in the manner 
that they accept the social contract. One has to accept the basic values 
our society is built upon. Freedom of speech, right? All the basic aspects. 
Gender equality, tolerance of difference. All these things that define us.64

The fear is that Islamic influences will lead to a degradation of  Western democratic 
institutions, and there is an overarching tenet that Islam must be contained within 
the private sphere. Some propose a “democracy canon” as part of  the solution, 
whereby democracy, secularism, equality, and freedom of  speech are to be actively 
promoted in schools.65 The more radical SMOs propose intervening directly in 
Muslim communities, to teach people about democracy.66 Another important part 
of  the prognostic framing is a move to discuss the problems of  immigration and 
Islam in public, and to apply and discuss scientific analyses of  the negative conse-
quences of  immigration.67

All solutions and political means suggested by the anti-Islamic movement in Norway 
are democratic and non-violent. Anti-Islamic actors, whether they belong to a party, a 
newspaper, or an independent think-tank, are highly focused on achieving effects through 
the political system. The editor of Document.no, for example, stated that:
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766 L. E. Berntzen and S. Sandberg

My goal is that this should be a contribution to the democratic process. 
It has to be through legal channels, in a rational and articulated form. 
Otherwise, it will take extremely unhealthy directions. … Unhealthy means 
that it isn’t being articulated. We do live in a democracy after all, with a 
long tradition of solving problems in a non-violent manner.68

In their own view, they are a moderating force, reducing the prospects of a violent 
escalation of ethnic and religious conflict.69 The rejection of violence is linked to their 
diagnostic framing of Norwegian and Western societies as civilized and rights-based, 
in contrast to the violent Islamists. There are, however, still some tensions and ambigu-
ity in the collective action framing of the movement. The prognostic framing calls for 
the use of non-violent means, while, as we demonstrate below, the motivational fram-
ing sometimes uses the language of war.

Motivational Framing: “Fight for What Is Yours!”

Motivational framing is used to rationalize and legitimize opposition, and to mobilize 
people in support of a struggle.70 It is an emphasis on the primacy of action and the 
importance of what is at stake. It also frequently involves appeals to emotion and 
“hot cognitions.”71 The anti-Islamic movement’s motivational framing states that 
Islamization threatens liberal values such as democracy, freedom of speech, and even 
gender equality and gay rights. They further argue that passivity equals condoning a 
process by which society becomes Islamized. Their opposition is depicted as a defen-
sive battle for freedom and democracy, and anti-Islamic actors frequently emphasize 
how much they are willing to sacrifice for these values:

If  things are reversed, be it freedom of speech, the right to choose one’s 
life  partner, one’s own choices, to govern one’s own life—to be free!—that’s 
a development I won’t accept. I will fight against it with all of my “guts” 
[using the English term].72

The motivational framing is often reinforced with apocalyptic statements such as “our 
entire civilization is in peril if  the developments we see now continue,”73 and war meta-
phors such as “invasion,” “struggle,” “fights,” and “traitor” occur frequently.74 Some 
even draw parallels to the Second World War:

We want to defend our system, with our lives if  necessary. We will do what 
our best men did between 1940 and ’45. Not because we have a death wish, 
but because we want to protect our descendants and dear ones, to preserve 
the freedoms and the society we have. There is no doubt that lives will 
be lost … that’s already the case, 3000 victims in the US and so on. But 
there will be more of it, that much is obvious.75

The war metaphors are not meant literally, at least not by most actors, but they serve 
to highlight the severity of the current situation. In this way, they work as  effective 
motivational framing. They are closely linked to the diagnostic framing, describing 
an existential fight between us and them, freedom and submission, and good and evil. 
Thus, while the non-violent prognostic framing finds support in parts of the diagnostic 
 framing (“we are the non-violent, democratic ones”), the motivational framing draws 
upon other parts (“Islam is an existential threat to Western society and culture”).
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The Collective Nature of Lone Wolf Terrorism 767

The anti-Islamic movement in Norway presents a rather coherent and salient 
world-view, or collective action framing. The differences between the prognostic and 
motivational framing, however, reveal some ambiguity and tensions between various 
parts of their rhetoric. Ambiguity is a powerful resource.76 It gives the audience the 
opportunity to emphasize different parts of the collective action framing, and thus 
increases the scope for interpretation. It also gives the representatives of the  movement 
the opportunity to tailor their rhetoric to different social and political contexts. In 
this way, ambiguity forges agreement and identity across political differences.77 As we 
demonstrate below, however, it can also be quite problematic.

Collective Action Framing in Breivik’s Manifesto

Diagnosis: Islam as an Existential Threat

Breivik draws on a wide array of sources and texts from prominent anti-Islamic agents 
and SMOs when describing the problem of Islam, immigration, and the current state 
of politics. In most respects, he shares their diagnosis: Islam and Islamism are an 
existential threat, immigration and multiculturalism undermine Western values, and 
the Islamization of Western society is enforced by a multicultural political elite out of 
touch with the concerns of ordinary people.

Large parts of Breivik’s Manifesto describe Islam and Islamism, particularly the 
history of violence, conquest, and slavery. Islam is depicted as a brutal and oppressive 
political regime, as opposed to the enlightened and civilized West. In the same way 
as the more radical anti-Islamic SMOs, he uses a considerable portion of the docu-
ment to describe historical events, compares Islam to fascism, and refers frequently 
to the Eurabia thesis.78 Breivik also uses Christianity to construct a positive common 
identity, but the religion primarily serves as a cultural and historical underpinning 
(p. 39 in the Manifesto).79 In the same way as the larger movement, he also describes 
Islamization (or “sneak Islamization”) as an ominous process that begins with seem-
ingly benign changes, such as the introduction of halal products, and then gradually 
expands:

Islamisation or the creation of Islamic no-go zones is under development 
from the first Muslim family moves into a neighbourhood. … The process 
of Islamisation starts with the demands for halal-food (1%) and ends in 
genocide (at 50–80%), as several hundred historical examples have shown. 
You cannot reason with Islam. Islam consumes everything eventually 
unless it is stopped in a decisive manner. (p. 491)

Breivik’s description of  the process of  Islamization is a widespread diagnosis in 
the anti-Islamic movement, but the use of  the term genocide is radical. In this spe-
cific context, however, Breivik uses a wide definition—the undermining and even-
tual eradication of  Western culture. This underlying fear is shared by many of  the 
anti-Islamic SMOs. He also uses statistics and numbers to give the diagnosis cre-
dence. His use of  fabricated numbers and exaggerations is more in line with the 
radical SMOs, although he goes further, for instance when he falsely constructs 
tables showing the number of  thefts, murders, and rapes committed by Muslims in 
Western Europe (pp. 476–477, 651, 661, 774, 816). He forewarns that the process 
of  Islamization will lead to radicalization and political polarization, wherein we 
will see the growth of  “REAL ‘resistance organisations’ equivalent to the fictional 
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768 L. E. Berntzen and S. Sandberg

group called ‘PCCTS,’ ” or Knights Templar, to which he claimed to belong 
(p. 767).80 He thus lays the blame for the emergence and actions of  radical anti-
Islamic groups at the feet of  the elites.

The recurring emphasis on the role of the political and cultural elite is a  feature 
shared by both the wider anti-Islamic diagnostic frame and Breivik’s Manifesto. 
Breivik describes the elite as oppressors bent on undermining Western civilization, 
white men, and Christianity in general by facilitating Islamization and Muslim immi-
gration.81 They are “globalist capitalists” with an economic motivation, and “suicidal 
humanists” and “cultural Marxists” with ideological motivation, lumped under a 
broad label of multiculturalism (p. 364). Journalists, in particular, but also academics, 
are part of the conspiratorial elite (p. 371).

Breivik argues that the elite attempts to conceal the size of the Muslim population 
from the people to challenge “monoculturalism.” He believes they must withhold this 
information, or risk having to justify “multiculturalism and the ongoing Islamic demo-
graphic warfare” (p. 564). He claims multiculturalism is further embodied through an 
indoctrination of political correctness—by imposing restrictive “speech codes” and 
“sensitivity training” (p. 23). This in turn leads to oppression and the erosion of what 
he perceives as “democracy” (p. 786).

Whereas the Norwegian anti-Islamic movement concentrates on Norway, Breivik 
is primarily concerned with the European political context. The European Union, 
which is one of the main antagonists in his framing, is often termed the “EUSSR”—
European Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (pp. 733, 793). He paints a picture of a 
Europe soon to be overrun if  the current trends continue:

The current cultural Marxist/multiculturalist elites, the New Totalitarians, 
are the most dangerous generation in Western history. Not only have they 
managed to destroy fundamental structures of European society. They are 
allowing millions of Muslims to colonise Europe. (p. 30)

In summary, Breivik’s diagnostic framing is largely similar to that of the radical parts 
of the anti-Islamic movement. This is not surprising, as he copied many parts of the 
Manifesto from literature originating in the larger movement. There are some impor-
tant differences, however. He is generally more concerned with history and religion, he 
consistently uses stronger and more radical language, and his narrative tone is darker 
and more apocalyptic. The real difference between the movement and Breivik, though, 
is in the prognostic framing.

Prognosis: Armed Resistance and Terrorism

Breivik’s prognostic frame is twofold. There are non-violent solutions, quite simi-
lar to those of the larger social movement, mainly presented in the first half  of the 
Manifesto, and violent solutions, such as military coups, assassinations, and the estab-
lishment of terror cells. The latter gradually takes precedence as the Manifesto pro-
gresses. Advocating armed resistance and terrorism fundamentally separate him from 
the larger anti-Islamic movement.

Breivik’s antidote to multiculturalism and Islamization is to re-establish a 
 “confident” and “strong” Europe (p. 1126). This includes reverting to a “monocul-
tural” ideology based on an idealized interpretation of the 1950s and subsequent 
 eradication of any traces of Islam:
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The Collective Nature of Lone Wolf Terrorism 769

I believe Europe should strive for: A cultural conservative approach 
where monoculturalism, moral, the nuclear family, a free market, sup-
port for Israel and our Christian cousins of the east, law and order and 
Christendom itself  must be central aspects (unlike now). Islam must be 
re-classified as a political ideology and the Quran and the Hadith banned 
as the genocidal political tools they are. (p. 650)

He argues that a certain proportion of Muslims poses little or no threat and has been 
secularized. He does not believe, however, that the “privatization” of Islam and secu-
larization of Muslims is sufficient. To be assimilated, Muslims must adopt Christianity 
and Christian traditions—it is the only bulwark against a resurgence of Islam (p. 799).

Breivik also suggests several minor solutions, such as replacing certain sub-
jects in university courses with a curriculum of his own choosing, teaching about 
Muslim atrocities, and removing “pro-promiscuity” material to strengthen the fam-
ily nucleus (pp. 371, 373, 1175). Moreover, instead of formal education, he suggests 
“ self-education” in the struggle for a new “monocultural” hegemony (pp. 14–15, 653). 
To recruit youth and mobilize supporters, he also designates the traditional extreme 
right as an opponent, to be avoided at all costs because of the associated stigma (pp. 
651–652). Breivik promulgates the idea of developing “reputational shields,” building 
nationalistic, conservative parties, recruiting female spokespersons, and toning down 
rhetoric, to gain popular support (pp. 655, 1128).82 As the Manifesto progresses, how-
ever, he more or less abandons these strategies and tactics, stating that democratic 
reform is impossible because of the entrenchment of the elites (pp. 736, 793). The vast 
size of the Manifesto suggests that Breivik began by supporting non-violent means 
and then came to reject these in favour of violent means, as part of a gradual pro-
cess of radicalization. Assuming it was written consecutively during the last couple 
of years, it illustrates how he went from supporting democracy to advocating and 
preparing for violence and political terrorism. This is systematized and illustrated in 
Figure 1.83

Figure 1. Individual pages containing democratic (65 pages) and violent (196 pages) solutions 
throughout Breivik’s Manifesto (1518 pages). N = 261.
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770 L. E. Berntzen and S. Sandberg

As indicated by the figure, there is a clear correlation between the progress of 
the Manifesto and the political solutions suggested. Nonviolent solutions are much 
more frequent in the first and second “book” in the Manifesto, while violent solutions 
increase in number within the interval of pages 601–700 in the final part of the second 
“book.” Violent solutions then increase rapidly and are completely dominant in the 
third “book.”

It is of course difficult to say when and why he was radicalized, but a combination 
of events in his personal life and political events may have solidified and compounded 
Breivik’s trajectory towards terrorism and political violence. The police investigations 
and psychiatric evaluations reveal that Breivik showed more signs of psychological 
disorder and became increasingly isolated in 2006, eventually moving back in with 
his mother. This was followed by a forced closing of his one-man financial company 
in 2008, which left him with no gains.84 Breivik himself, however, emphasises political 
events such as the media’s underreporting of the riots in the French banlieues during 
2009 (pp. 793–794) and the following “media blackout” that kept the Progress Party 
from winning the election the same year (pp. 796–798). During the trial he returned to 
this argument several times.

In the part of the Manifesto promoting political violence and terrorism, Breivik 
frames the conflict in which he is involved as an emancipatory one, and the European 
Union as undemocratic and totalitarian. To combat both multiculturalism and Islam, 
he emphasizes the need to establish a “European Resistance Movement,” fighting for 
the rights of ethnic Europeans and Western culture.85 He argues that this movement 
should be modelled on the Native American fight against the United States, thereby 
aligning his framework with the struggle for independence of indigenous peoples 
around the world (pp. 658, 1097).

Breivik describes a scenario where violent resistance, warfare, and terrorism 
 constitute the only realistic political strategy:

The only way we can then prevent Sharia law from being implemented as 
the only standard will be to suppress the Muslim majority through mili-
tary force just like Turkey is doing now. … This can only be accomplished 
by overthrowing the current Western European multiculturalist regimes by 
seizing power through armed resistance and a military coup when the time 
is right. This is the only way to safeguard democracy long term. Sure, it 
will be bloody. But if  democracy, our homelands and people aren’t worth 
certain sacrifices then what is? (pp. 723–724)

Breivik’s prognostic framing is inspired by other revolutionary and terrorist groups 
such as the Red Army Faction and Al Qaeda (pp. 988, 1463, 1468). The jihadist nar-
rative can, for example, be summarized as: (a) Islam is under general unjust attack 
by Western crusaders, (b) Jihadis are resisting this attack, (c) the actions they take 
are proportionally just and religiously sanctified, and (d) it is the duty of Muslims to 
support these actions.86 What Breivik does is to exchange Islam for Christendom and 
crusaders for multiculturalists, and keep the rest of the jihadist frame. Both of these 
radical positions agree that there is a clash of civilizations,87 and that their terrorism 
is self-defence.88

Breivik’s prognostic framing and solutions are fundamentally different from the 
collective action framing of the anti-Islamic social movement. His political means are 
terrorism and violence, whereas the political strategy of the anti-Islamic movement is 
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The Collective Nature of Lone Wolf Terrorism 771

to counter Islamization by non-violent and democratic means. Nevertheless, Breivik’s 
prognostic framing has some striking similarities to the rhetoric of the larger anti-
Islamic movement. First, his solutions echo the apocalyptic diagnosis often heard in 
the anti-Islamic movement: “Islam is an existential threat to Western society and cul-
ture.” Second, it turns the motivational and largely metaphorical framing of the more 
radical parts of the movement into a prognosis. In Breivik’s Manifesto, the war meta-
phors of the movement become real.

Motivational Framing: Pathos and Emotions

Parts of the Manifesto use strong emotional language, calling on people to make 
 sacrifices and join the struggle. An important part of Breivik’s motivational framing is 
a “rhetoric of change,”89 or the overestimation of political opportunities and potential 
support. The following quote can serve as an example: “we have lost the democratical 
struggle to defend Europe from deliberate cultural annihilation. As more people real-
ise this we will see an increasing number of Europeans joining our ranks to fight by 
our side” (p. 802). This rhetoric of change is sometimes combined with an emotional 
and almost religious call for action:

Many brothers and sisters have fallen already, the pioneers, the brave 
heroes, and the first to pick up their guns. We are the legacy of these first 
“unknown” pioneers. We did not want this but we are left no choice. Armed 
struggle is the only rational approach. We, the free indigenous peoples of 
Europe, hereby declare a pre-emptive war on all cultural Marxist/multicul-
turalist elites of Western Europe. (pp. 801–802)

In other parts the religious inspiration is more explicit:

The PCCTS, Knights Templars are Destroyers of Marxism and Defenders 
of Christendom. We are Crusaders, martyrs of the Church, selfless defend-
ers of the weak and the blind. We are not only automatically granted access 
to heaven in light of our selfless acts; our good deeds and final sacrifice will 
be added to the divine storehouse of merit and will therefore help other 
less virtuous individuals. (p. 1346)

Breivik’s motivational framing draws upon core aspects of both his diagnostic and 
prognostic frameworks. This call to arms has two main components: a highly emo-
tional appeal and a rationale with religious overtones where it is the “duty” to “join 
the struggle,” and follow the mantra of “Martyrdom before dhimmitude” (pp. 801, 
818, 832). The word martyr is mentioned 200 times in the Manifesto and Breivik also 
draws, directly and indirectly, on Christian symbols and mediaeval history, such as 
the Crusades and the use of “Christian” rituals when preparing for combat (p. 1113).

In Breivik’s Manifesto, democratic values play a secondary role to his emphasis on 
violence and martyrdom, and he fails to identify positively what is at the core of his 
struggle. This stands in contrast to the anti-Islamic movement, which firmly anchors 
its motivational framing and call to action in a plethora of widespread values, such as 
democracy, freedom of speech, gender equality, and gay rights. These values are part 
of the diagnostic framing, but when presented in an emotional language and with case 
illustrations they also function as motivational framing.
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Breivik’s narratives of Christian crusaders can also be seen in the radical anti-
Islamic SMOs, but none of them takes it as far as depicting “martyrdom,” “pre-
emptive war,” or “armed struggle.” These attempts at motivational framing seem too 
ostentatious, fragmented, and self-centred to have any resonance, even among other 
radical anti-Islamic agents. Breivik’s lack of resonance in the motivational framing 
may reflect his mental problems,90 a state further illustrated by the fact that he never 
successfully managed to form or be part of an established organization.

Conclusion

Only days after the terrorist attacks, the Norwegian Police Security Service described 
Breivik as a lone wolf.91 This appellation sits well with the dominant academic under-
standing of lone wolf terrorism:92 he operated individually, did not belong to an organ-
ized group, had few social networks (although he was active on the Internet), and even 
showed signs of mental problems. However, although perhaps accurately describing 
the acts themselves, the metaphor of lone wolves does not reflect a sufficient under-
standing of the social character of the language and political narrative involved in acts 
of lone wolf terrorism. Although Breivik operated alone, his ideology, world-view, and 
narratives emerged from a large, sometimes radical, and relatively new anti-Islamic 
social movement. It is thus impossible to understand the Norwegian terrorist attacks 
without seeing how their rationale was embedded in anti-Islamic rhetoric.93

The importance of social movement theory for studies of terrorism has been noted 
previously, but lone wolf terrorism has incorrectly been seen as the exception.94 We 
argue that social movement theory in general, and framing theory in particular, can 
contribute to a more thorough understanding of lone wolf terrorism. In most respects, 
Breivik’s diagnostic framing closely overlaps with that of the anti-Islamic movement. 
Both view Europe as undergoing a process of Islamization, and depict their strug-
gle as one between the elite and the common people. This line of reasoning and the 
metaphors of war sometimes used in the motivational framing contain the seeds of an 
alternative and more apocalyptic world-view encouraging violent measures.95

Friedrich Nietzsche famously claimed that words are “the horizon of our knowl-
edge” and we cannot “think outside language.”96 New ideologies and political narra-
tives are produced by analogy, using familiar ideas and familiar words, and giving them 
new meaning. This is what Breivik did in his Manifesto. Using familiar narratives, he 
partly reproduced and partly constructed a new ideology for anti-Islamic terrorism. 
Although the larger anti-Islamic social movement has no responsibility for Breivik’s 
terrorism, it may still be fruitful to analyse the role that its diagnostic and motivational 
framing, if  not its prognosis, played in inspiring and justifying his terrorist acts.

Deceptions with statistics and conspiracy theories, for example, contribute to 
demonization and vilification. Furthermore, conspiracy theories often have a strongly 
anti-democratic character that delegitimizes belief  in official channels and democratic 
participation. Us/them narratives that dehumanize the other make it easier to take 
life, and metaphors such as “civil war,” “occupation,” and “traitors” help justify the 
use of violence. Generally, a shift towards violent solutions is an inherent possibility 
in all forms of collective identity.97 The potential for violent escalation, however, gains 
prominence when a collective identity is formed around the belief  that it is beset by an 
existential threat, where culture and survival are at stake. The ambiguous anti-Islamic 
collective action framing is the wellspring of both violent and non-violent political 
means. The antagonistic diagnosis and the war metaphors in the motivational framing 
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The Collective Nature of Lone Wolf Terrorism 773

are dangerous in two ways: It can inspire political violence, and it validates and rein-
forces Jihadist rhetoric about a war on Islam. Still, it is important to remember that 
very few in the anti-Islamic movement explicitly support violent solutions.

It should come as no surprise that a social movement consistently using the 
 language of war and undermining the possibilities of democratic opposition by por-
traying a secret conspiracy of elites responsible for grave injustices and hundreds of 
thousands of victims inspires terrorism. This was the case with leftist terrorism in the 
1970s and 1980s, and radical Islamism in the 1990s and 2000s. It can be the future of 
anti-Islamic rhetoric as well.
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tives, 2. militant ‘right wing’ liberalists, militant Christian extremists, militant ethno-centrists 
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94. Beck, “The Contribution of Social Movement Theory” (see note 12 above), 12.
95. It is important not to overstate the similarities, beyond parts of the rhetoric, between
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97. Chantal Mouffe, On the Political (London and New York: Routledge, 2005).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

O
nd

ok
uz

 M
ay

is
 U

ni
ve

rs
ite

si
ne

] 
at

 0
9:

09
 1

1 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
14

 




