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The AfD and its Sympathisers: Finally a
Right-Wing Populist Movement in Germany?

NICOLE BERBUIR, MARCEL LEWANDOWSKY and
JASMIN SIRI

Is the Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD) the exponent of a successful right-wing
populist movement in Germany? By analysing the positions, the discursive links
and the sympathisers of the AfD, this article aims to draw a comprehensive
picture of the new party and its environment. The link to populism research
offers a conceptual framework for a mixed-method study which focuses on
important aspects of the party’s history, self-description and position in
Germany’s public discourse as well as its supporters by analysing two sets of
quantitative and qualitative data. We argue that the AfD follows a nuanced
and diverse communication strategy and can be regarded as a functional equiv-
alent for a right-wing populist party in a country where right-wing politics are
strongly stigmatised.

INTRODUCTION: FACING A NEW RIGHT-WING POPULIST MOVEMENT?

Since its foundation in February 2013, the character and the electoral success of the
Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD) have been widely discussed throughout the
German public and media. For one, some interpret the newcomer as some kind of
‘missing link’ between the extreme right and established conservatism, namely a
(right-wing) populist party' (especially the SPD and the Greens).> On the other
hand, there are some aspects to the party and even its electorate that, to a crucial
extent, distinguish the AfD from other actors such as the Front National or even
more moderate examples like the Dansk Folkeparti (DF) or the Partij voor de Vrijheid
(PVV). Nevertheless, 4.7 per cent of the vote in the general election in 2013 and 7.1 per
cent in the European election in May 2014 certainly provide an indication of a new
stable party in the German party system.

Within little more than a year, the AfD has become one of the most successful
newly founded parties in Germany since the 1950s.”> To understand this upsurge we
shall have a closer look on the way from its foundation in February and the first
party congress in April up to the general election in September 2013. However, the
group of conservative economists surrounding the later party leader Bernd Lucke
was no party organisation to begin with. In 2011, Lucke, who holds a chair in econ-
omics at the University of Hamburg and other prominent critics, such as Hans-Olaf
Henkel, the former president of the Federation of German Industries (BDI), began
to attack the European monetary union. Right from the beginning, they linked their
scepticism towards the Euro with a fundamental critique on the political elites and

German Politics, Vol.24, No.2, 2015, pp.154-178
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09644008.2014.982546 © 2014 Association for the Study of German Politics



Downloaded by [98.175.164.89)] at 13:11 10 April 2016

THE AFD AND ITS SYMPATHISERS 155

parties in Germany and the EU.* In February 2013, the ‘Wahlalternative 2013’
cooperated with the Freie Wihler (Free Voters) in the regional election in Lower
Saxony but did not manage to gain seats in parliament. After the election, the
cooperation ended due to different strategic and organisational objectives.” On 6
February 2013, Bernd Lucke, Konrad Adam, Alexander Gauland and Beatrix von
Storch led the founding party conference of the Alternative fiir Deutschland. Neverthe-
less, the convention was more a formal necessity as the founding member had already
started to found and establish regional organisations.® Retrospectively, the leading
persons’ focus on the establishment of sub-national structures might be one crucial
element of its success. By the end of May 2013, the AfD held regional branches in
all 16 Bundeslidnder. Compared to other small parties which fail in their attempt to
establish branches in more than a handful of Linder,’ the AfD was, apart from internal
tensions (e.g. on appointed officeholders or thematic priorities),® able to stabilise a
nation-wide organisation. Particularly important were all the well-known and con-
nected founding members and their networks. This leads to the second element of
the AfD’s rapid success, that is, the huge media response related to Lucke.’

Since that time and accelerated by the party’s electoral successes, there is an
ongoing debate about its ideological character. During their first election campaign
in autumn 2013, the AfD gave itself a rebellious appearance with demonstrations
such as the ‘blue’ demonstration in front of the Federal Ministry of Finance which
were all intensively promoted through online tools like Twitter and the party’s
website.'” In addition, Lucke appeared as a guest in many talk shows on German tele-
vision where he carried out a double role as an expert in financial politics and, at the
same time, as a newcomer to the political stage. In all appearances, the campaign focus
is on the party’s anti-establishment and anti-Euro position."" It is thus not surprising
that from its foundation onwards, the AfD has been accused of being a populist or
even right-wing populist party.'?

The goal of this study is to understand both the character of the AfD in terms of its
programme, its appeal towards the system and its elites and, at the same time, the pol-
itical positions of its supporters. In order to do so, we will use a mixed-method
approach which consists of qualitative and quantitative research methods.'* In the fol-
lowing we will first outline a minimal definition of right-wing populism. Second, we
will briefly summarise the history of right-wing populism in Germany. Using examples
of a qualitative content analysis about the AfD’s self-description and party platform we
will then focus on the party’s political positions, campaign materials and discursive
links. Third, we shall give a brief empirical inquiry of its sympathisers by using
survey data from the Bundeswahlkompass, a Voting Advice Application (VAA) that
came into effect six weeks before the German general election in 2013."*

POPULISM AND RIGHT-WING POPULISM: TOWARDS A MINIMAL DEFINITION

Although there is not much work on the AfD yet, some scholars argue that the new
party embraces populist or even right-wing populist tendencies.'”> At the same time,
Franzmann’s conclusion that the AfD embraces national-liberal as well as right-
wing populist characteristics illustrates that it is not easy to relate the party to a specific
label.'® Nevertheless, there are good reasons to analyse the AfD with the aid of the
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concept of populism. First, the AfD exhibits a strong anti-establishment attitude which
marks the core of populism (see later). Second, the party is not cagey about its protest
character; its public communication and campaigns claim its demand for truth (‘Mut
zur Wahrheit') and include a grassroots appeal.'’

In his overall view of the discourse on populism in political science, Cas Mudde
identifies no less than 22 different terms to describe one and the same family of

parties.'® In empirical reality, however, there is hardly such one thing as ‘populism’."®

The phenomenon itself is often referred to as being ‘chameleon-like’,>® which means
that populism changes its face and agenda over time and according to the specific
national context — politicians, parties, the media — a populist actor operates in.
Although most scholars’ research interest has been into right-wing populism, which
is due to the rise of right-wing protest parties in the 1980s and 1990s,?! it is useful
to draw a conceptual differentiation between populism and its ideological variations.
One can therefore draw an analytical distinction between a minimal definition of popu-
lism and its various ideological variations, be they more right-wing, left-wing or
otherwise.

All populist phenomena, whichever ideological direction they might take, resort to
‘the people’ as a homogenous body* which is addressed by several codes, such as ‘the
man in the street’ or ‘the common man’. The people are portrayed as ‘a corporate body
with a continuous existence over time, capable of having common interests and a
common will’.?® Based on this understanding, populism aims at the fulfilment of the
people’s political sovereignty. According to Mudde, the core of populism therefore
lies in an antagonistic understanding of power distribution between the people and
the political elites.** Populism claims that the people are sovereign but are restricted
in the execution of their political power whereas the political elites execute political
power to their own benefit. While the people are perceived as being morally pure
and reasonable, the political elites in a representative democracy are portrayed as
self-interested, incompetent and corrupt.”> Populism aims at what Margaret Canovan
describes as the ‘democratic paradox’ which consists of the contradiction between
the sovereignty of the people on the one hand and the constitutional enclosure of the
sovereignty on the other.”® Populists prefer the execution of the majority rule over
the inclusion of minorities; populism thus includes a great deal of anti-pluralism.?’
Modern democracies tend to incorporate more interest groups, lobbies and pressure
groups. At the same time, political decisions are more and more shifted to supra-
national institutions. This leads to lower levels of transparency. Populism responds
to this problem by reducing the complexity of modern democratic systems to malicious
damage by the political elites.”® The populist appeal to ‘the people’ and its opposition
to the political elites is hence ‘foremost moral [ ... ], not situational [ ... ], socio-cul-
tural [ ... ], or socio-economic |[ ... ]’.29

Whereas the dichotomy between ‘the people’ and ‘the elites’ defines the analytical
minimal definition of populism as much as the core programme of populist parties,*
these parties embrace ideological attributes that do not only define who they fraternise
with but who they segregate from. In most cases, ‘the people’ are not only threatened
by the political establishment but also by cultural outsiders. It is therefore not surpris-
ing that the greatest deal of populist parties can be found at the right side of the political
spectrum.®’ Mudde refers to this variation by the term nativism, which postulates the
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prerogatives of the ‘indigenes’ of a society over ‘aliens’.*> Although nativism divides a
society into one in-group and out-groups, it does not necessarily embrace a fixed racist
ideology. As much as the ‘the people’ are rather a moral than an ideological category,
those groups that are defined as external enemies vary over time and between different
countries and right-wing populist parties.** In the 1980s and 1990s, right-wing popu-
lists seized classical racist ideas,34 whereas after the terrorist attack of 9/11 in
New York and Washington, they cumulatively went for the fear towards Islam as a
danger to the public. During the first decade after the millennium, western European
right-wing populists, beginning with the Dansk Folkeparti, the Schweizerische Volk-
spartei and the Lijst Pim Fortuyn, identified the apparent Islamisation of Europe as
a threat. In Germany, splinter parties such as the Biirgerbewegung pro Deutschland
or Die Freiheit imitated campaigns of like-minded parties in the western European
neighbouring countries.

In order to understand the relative success of the AfD and to classify the party, we
shall elaborate on the opportunities and limits of populism in the Federal Republic first.
Subsequently, we will show that the AfD’s political performance absorbs specific
German political constellations that, among other things, explain the dropping of
anti-Islamism as a major campaign issue. Whereas in western Europe, right-wing
populists agitate against Islam, immigrants and refugees, they mainly position them-
selves against national minorities, such as Sinti and Roma, in central and eastern
Europe.®” In 2013, Daniele Albertazzi and Sean Mueller pointed out that during the
European financial crisis, right-wing populist parties spread even in those countries
which were expected to be ‘immune’ against this ‘virus’.>® The success of these
parties, in many countries based on election results over 10 or even 20 per cent of
the vote, cannot be reduced to ‘typical’ right-wing voters only.

Figure 1 gives an illustration of the concept of populism and its right-wing vari-
ation in a nutshell. We shall adapt the minimal definition of populism — ‘the
people’ versus the political elites and distinguish it from its right-wing variation,
which is based on a cultural dichotomy between ‘the people’ as a homogenous body
versus cultural or ethnic outsiders. On this conceptual basis, we shall now, in order

FIGURE 1
THE POPULIST TRIANGLE

Political Elites 7 Outsiders
/

Populism

“The people’

Source: Own illustration.
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to understand the context the AfD operates in, give a brief overview of the situation and
the relative lack of success of right-wing populist parties of the Federal Republic of
Germany.

RIGHT-WING POPULISM IN GERMANY: A HISTORY OF FAILING

In contrast to other western European countries such as France, Denmark, the Nether-
lands or Austria, it seems like right-wing populism in Germany was ill-fated.’’
Whereas the adoption of the people-versus-elite dichotomy turns out to be a successful
electoral strategy for the Left Party (Die Linke),*® populist parties of the political right
have a hard time on the electoral market. Since the short-term rise of the National-
Democratic Party of Germany (NPD) in the 1960s, when the party gained 4.3 per
cent of the electoral vote, no challenger from the right of the political spectrum has
succeeded on the national level. In the 1980s, the Republikaner (REP), who basically
arose by the reason of protest against the Bavarian premier Franz Josef Strauss’ finan-
cial aid for the GDR, generated unease within the political establishment. But for all
that, although they gained some seats in regional elections for the Landtag in the pro-
vinces of Bavaria and Baden-Wiirttemberg, the REP never made it to the Bundestag.
The same applies for the Partei Rechtsstaatlicher Offensive (Party of the Offensive for
Law and Order), mostly tagged as ‘Schill-Partei’ as a reference to their founder and
most popular member Ronald Schill. The party was founded in 2000 and won 19.4
per cent of the vote in the Hamburg election of 2001. But although their figurehead
Schill, a former local court judge with a reputation for harsh verdicts against delin-
quents, gained some popularity throughout the German public, the party’s attempt to
enter the German parliament in the 2002 election failed. One year after their success
in Hamburg, the Schill-Partei won 0.8 per cent of the vote for the Bundestag. Not
only did internal conflicts shatter the party; Ronald Schill, who was then Senator of
the Interior in Hamburg, was dismissed by mayor Ole von Beust in 2003 after an
internal scandal, in which Schill threatened the mayor to publish details about the
former’s private life.>* Not long after this event, the party vanished entirely.*’

There are on the other hand several right-wing populist parties in Germany which
are successful on the local and the Léander level. None of them however has managed to
gain seats in the Bundestag. Why is there no successful right-wing populist party on the
national level in the Federal Republic? Indeed, this phenomenon remains a puzzle.
Studies show that, just as in other countries, many conditions of electoral success of
right-wing parties apply for Germany as well. Significant parts of the German electo-
rate are just as sympathetic to various racist appeals as electorates in other countries.
Islamophobia and anti-immigrant attitudes are on the rise, an increase that is by no
means limited to the right of the political spectrum but rather throughout what can
be described as the ‘mainstream’.*' The widespread support for the ethno-racist
ideas of former state finance minister of Berlin, Thilo Sarrazin, in 2010 illustrates
that authoritarian and xenophobic sentiments exist within the German society.** Sar-
razin, a member of the Social Democratic Party (SPD), who had attracted attention
through attempts against immigrants and welfare recipients on several occasions
before, became the talk of the country once more as he promoted his book Deutschland
schafft sich ab (Germany Abolishes Itself) by bringing the idea of ethnic genetics back
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into the immigration discourse. In short, Sarrazin stated a causal connection between
individual intelligence and a person’s cultural or ‘genetic’ background. Consequently,
he assumed for example a lower level of intelligence for immigrants from Arab
countries.*> The widespread public support for Sarrazin, for example by the most
widely read newspaper, BILD, and several splinter parties,** not to mention the
best-selling status of his book, gives an impression that anti-immigrant attempts are
not foreign to the German public.*’ In an experimental study, Thorsten Faas measured
about 26 per cent approval rate for a hypothetical party led by Thilo Sarrazin.*® Empiri-
cal findings support the thesis that the Sarrazin debate highlighted an existing discourse
against ‘outsiders’: a quarter of the German population exhibits xenophobic attitudes,
depending on age, level of education and migration background, whereupon education
works as a ‘shield’ against these attributes.*” At the same time, approval of pluralist
values has risen within the last years.*® These findings are not contrary to one
another; they all the more illustrate that xenophobic or authoritarian attributes on
the one hand do not necessarily lead to a consistent conviction. This, again, mirrors
the situation in other countries where high outcomes of populist parties do not refer
to the spread of consistent conservative attributes but to a ‘patchwork’ of, for instance,
attributes against Muslims that coexist with the support of same-sex marriage.*’ In
Germany, the societal potential for populist parties appears to be up to equally as
high as it is in other west European countries, but it has translated, at most, into
only negligible electoral success for right-wing parties, whereas in other states, the
populist support in terms of votes is substantial.® Besides situational factors, such
as political trends or policies that might determine election outcomes, three crucial
handicaps for populist parties in Germany can be identified.”!

Federal Structure of Party Competition

Germany’s specific institutional setting contributes to limiting the success of new and
smaller parties. First, to a certain extent, the electoral system mirrors the federal struc-
ture of the country as a whole. As a consequence, new parties (including populists) that
succeed in regional elections do not necessarily repeat their results at the national
level:>* at the sub-national level, especially the city states like Hamburg or Bremen,
small parties operate on a manageable terrain in terms of institutional hurdles and
media coverage. A new party that manages to enter a Landtag attracts media attention
throughout the Federal Republic, as illustrated by the Schill-Partei or more recently the
Pirate Party, which gained seats in several sub-national elections between 2011 and
2012. But this in no way guarantees their success on the national level. In fact,
every party needs 16 tickets on the sub-national level to pass the election threshold,
whereas small parties often operate only in some German states. Many populist
parties hardly manage to arrange party tickets or electoral campaigns in all states.

. 53
Organisational Weakness

Not only do the institutional settings impose limits on populist parties’ attempts to gain
seats in the Bundestag. In addition, right-wing populist parties in Germany tradition-
ally suffer from their organisational weakness. As stated above, many populist
parties emerge and succeed at the sub-national level first. Their organisational structure
is therefore focused on one Bundesland. Moreover, parties in Germany are restricted
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by party law (Parteiengesetz), which requires, among others, a democratic structure
and a minimum number of members. For example, an organisation like the Dutch
Partij voor de Vrijheid (PVV), whose only member is their leader Geert Wilders
himself, would not be permissible in the Federal Republic. In addition, the political
right in Germany is fragmented and fraught with quarrelling. It is characterised by riv-
alries between different parties and groups as well as the ongoing division over the
question of how to distance the radical from the moderate segments of the right spec-
trum. As a result, the so-called Biirgerbewegung pro Deutschland’s attempt to embrace
middle-class voters is viewed with suspicion by more radical actors. Pro Deutschland,
on the other hand, denies any official connection to the neo-Nazi Freie Kameradschaf-
ten, although the party itself originates from an extremist movement in the Rhine-
land.>* Another consequence is that, with regard to Islam, the Pro-movement and
the NPD compete for dominance on the same topic.>

Generally, right-wing populist parties benefit from their leaders. Not only are their
internal structures and processes often predominantly to even totally focused on these
actors, as in the PVV’s case, since the charismatic leader guarantees the party’s media
appearance and is more attractive to the electorate than the party itself, the leader is
able to distract from internal conflicts and structural weaknesses. ® Once the leader dis-
appears, as a rule, centrifugal forces come into effect and in many cases the party ends
up collapsing, such as the Schill-Partei in Germany or the Lijst Pim Fortuyn in the
Netherlands. Older parties which possess established organisational structures and
elite recruitment, like the FPO in Austria or the Front National in France, manage
to adapt to the loss of their leader and to find a replacement (as with Marine Le Pen
for her father Jean-Marie Le Pen in the case of the Front National or Heinz-Christian
Strache after Jorg Haider for the FPO).

Political Culture and Media Discourse’”

Due to Germany’s history of the ‘Third Reich’, all new parties on the political right are
automatically stigmatised as heirs of National Socialism.”® This has consequences for
their media image and coverage. In contrast to right-wing parties in a number of
countries, leaders of the NPD, for example, are not treated as ‘normal’ politicians.
When the NPD gained 9.2 per cent of the Saxon vote in 2004 and their leader was
about to be interviewed on TV, all other parties’ politicians left the studio.”® Right-
wing populists, on the other hand, respond to these stigmata by provocation through
using offensive language that originates from or alludes to National Socialism, such
as “Judenrepublik’®® or ‘Bombenholocaust’ ®' Right-wing populists in Germany
must face the problem of referring to an ideology which has brought death and
horror to millions of Europeans. Moreover, the ongoing scandal of the exposure of a
right-wing terror-group which called itself ‘National Socialist Underground’ (NSU)
that killed nine businessmen with a migration background and a policewoman
between 2000 and 2006 has led to a growing interest in the activities of right-wing
extremists since 2011. The public’s and the media’s awareness increased all the
more so once right-wing activists and members of conservative student fraternities
started to get accused of having helped the terrorists.®>

We have already addressed the fact that there still is a significant reservoir of
racism and anti-Semitism in Germany. However, opinion leaders, the media and a
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strong anti-racist movement are fighting to uphold the taboo against the representation
of right-wing politics inside the parliament. Accordingly, what might promote the
success of right-wing parties in other countries prevents them from being treated as
political equals in Germany’s political discourse. Despite these restrictions,
Germany faced a near-success of a new challenger on the political right. In the
general election in September 2013, the AfD gained 4.7 per cent of the vote. In
other words, this new party that had been founded only in February 2013, one half-
year prior to the election, was almost as popular among the electorate as the FDP,
who lost over 9 percentage points compared to the 2009 election. We will show in
the following that this is the reason why the AfD — as a functional equivalent for a
right-wing-populist party in Germany — follows a different and more nuanced com-
munication strategy than other European parties of the right.

A FUNCTIONAL EQUIVALENT? A QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE PROGRAMMATIC
SELF-DESCRIPTION AND DISCURSIVE POSITION OF THE AFD

In consideration of the newness of the party Alternative fiir Deutschland the following
presents the party’s programmatic objectives and its self-description in campaigns and
media appearances.

Qualitative Content Analysis of Party-Related Data

Methodologically, we will hereby refer to a party-sociological reading of qualitative
content analysis.®® Hence, the objective of this section lies not in the production of
representative results but in a deeper interpretation of the new party’s performances
and communication. We chose this access since qualitative content analysis is a
method that allows for both an interpretative approach and the combination with quan-
titative research methods since it strives for the reproducibility of the analysis.** Even
more, it allows for the analysis of different media forms:

Content analysis analyses not only the manifest content of the material — as its
name may suggest. Becker and Lissmann (1973) have differentiated two levels
of content: themes and main ideas of the text as primary content; context infor-
mation as latent content. The analysis of formal aspects of the material belongs to
its aims as well.®?

Content analysis is also especially convenient for analysing large amounts of data.®®
Here, we gathered data from German newspapers and social media, especially Face-
book, over six months.®” We have also analysed posters from the 2013 general election
campaign and observed the AfD’s official website. The motivation of this research of
web material originates from the fact that for the AfD as a new party whose represen-
tation in the mass media is less pronounced than for an established party, web cam-
paigning plays a crucial role for the party’s self-description. We searched the data
pool of party officials’ statements, campaign material and web communication with
a structuring content analysis®® that focuses on unique and meaningful party-communi-
cations, communications that make a difference between the party and its competitors.
Those statements had to be redundant and repeated many times in order to be
included.®” The idea of this form of qualitative content analysis of party
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communications is to ask for the unique programmatic, ideological and media features
of a political party or movement:

The main idea of the procedure is, to formulate a criterion of definition, derived
from theoretical background and research question, which determines the aspects
of the textual material taken into account. Following this criterion the material is
worked through and categories are tentative and step by step deduced. Within a
feedback loop those categories are revised, eventually reduced to main cat-
egories and checked in respect to their reliability.””

We have selected several unique discursive patterns that seemed to have a domi-
nant position in the programmatic self-description of the party which we shall
present in the following.

Party Manifesto for the Federal German Elections 2013

The AfD’s party platform for the 2013 general election is rather short and is not the
outcome of a broad discussion process. Founded on 6 February 2013, the party was
under time pressure. The policy content of the programme is divided into the following
parts: monetary policy; European policy; law and order and democracy; financial
policy and taxes; education; energy policy; and integration policy (in this order). In
the area of monetary policy, the party demands a debt cut for over-indebted states
like Greece, an ‘orderly dissolution of the Eurozone’, the re-establishment of national
sovereignty through the cancellation of European treaties and the charging of banks
and hedge funds. In the section ‘law and order’, the party opts for the introduction
of plebiscitary procedures, modelled on the Swiss example and the reflection and
change of the role of parties (‘Parties should be instrumental in the political system
but not dominate it.”). Members of Parliament should not take secondary employment
for their time in office; furthermore ‘unconventional opinions’ should be ‘discussed
openly in the public discourse, as long as these opinions do not contravene the consti-
tution’.”! This statement is open both for right-wing conservative activism as well as
anarchic-liberal positions. Further contents are, for example, debt reduction and an
‘Immigration Act modelled on the Canadian example’ instead of an ‘unsystematic
immigration into our welfare systems’. ‘It is part of a humane treatment that people
who are entitled to be granted asylum are allowed to work here’, says the party in
its programme and therefore separates itself from European right-wing populism.

European Politics and Critique of Europe as a Programmatic Gateway

The European financial crisis was a shock for the liberals in politics and science
throughout Europe. To ordoliberal ideals and the myth of the self-sufficient nation
state, it sent tremors. ‘For the conservative—liberal clientele, the politics of the Euro
rescue fund is what the Agenda 2010 was for social democracy: a break with pretended
programmatic certainties. Whether this policy will have a disastrous impact on the
parties of the bourgeois camp comparable to the consequences of the Agenda for the
SPD remains to be seen’,’”> as Richard Gebhardt analogised with regard to the
ascent of the AfD. The concussion of conservative—liberal certainties, the phrase
‘There is no alternative’ in Angela Merkel’s policy of financial bailouts which
remained almost uncontested in the CDU and the FDP led to a further alienation of
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parts of the middle-class parties on the ground from their parties in central office. The
Alternativlosigkeit (lit. ‘alternative-less-ness’) of pro-European politics is now used as
the gateway for resistance: ‘The AfD is an indicator for the disorientation and the lack
of representation of those middle-class and academic environments that define them-
selves through their status as “achievers”.’”

Apart from the question of whether there are really no alternative European politics
in the established parties of the Federal Republic, the AfD profits from the fact that
there is obviously no major distance between the position of the SPD, the CDU/
CSU, the Greens and the FDP in European politics. This could be related to the fact
that, given the marginal ability of mobilisation of the Euro-topic, only strongly con-
trasting policy positions get the attention of the electorate. Therefore, it seems that
there is a demand for opposing positions. At the same time, the potential of mobilis-
ation of the Euro issue in Germany is currently so small that even the AfD is threatened
by thematic exclusion.

A glance at the party’s website (12 January 2014) reveals several interesting points
that add to the image of the new party. First, the AfD maintains a scientific advisory
board which consists of five economists. This homogeneity is noteworthy since it
accentuates the economic focus.

Furthermore, before the party conference on the European election, candidates
could register and present themselves online. Speeches and ‘important questions’
(including answers) complement the presentation of the short party platform. Interest-
ingly, the AfD does not rely on presenting itself as a conventional protest party. More-
over, letters addressed to different voting blocs (the SPD, the CDU, the Pirate Party,
protest voters and non-voters) and groups within the party, such as a letter from Alex-
ander Gauland to ‘conservative fellow party members’ are displayed on the website.
The content of the website illustrates that the AfD seeks to address different environ-
ments and groups of the electorate. As the party speaker puts it, ‘Ladies and Gentle-
men, I am very serious about this: all voters are welcome to us, no matter if they
voted left or right before.””* Here, the AfD describes itself as a ‘catch-all-protest-
party’ with links to almost every ideology on the election market.

Populist Communication and Party Critique

Also available on the party’s website and prominently distributed via diverse channels
of social media in our inquiry period are the speeches of the party speaker Bernd
Lucke. Lucke’s speeches in Giistrow (21 July 2013) and Weinheim (22 July 2013)
can be observed as examples of populist party critique. This critique is compatible
with a long-existing mainstream discourse of ‘Politikverdrossenheit’ (political
apathy) and a critique of parliamentarism in Germany.”” In the Giistrow-speech
Lucke paints a picture of ignorant established parties that ignore the real problems
of the country. Moreover, they are keen to spread favours and jobs among their
members. Furthermore, Lucke argues that there is need for an alternative as the ‘big
questions’ of the society are not being addressed by the political class.”® These seman-
tics and arguments refer to a discourse of party crisis in the German public that is of
course not entirely new, but rather extends back as far as the late founding of the
first political parties before the failed 1848 revolution.”” They refer to a specific
German tradition of general party critique whose historical genesis lies in the failed
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revolution of the nineteenth century, political apathy and the contempt of political
parties.”® In the following passage of a keynote address Lucke gave in Weinheim
during a party conference we can observe just how the AfD presents itself as an alterna-
tive to a rotten system in which the code of government and opposition as the estab-
lished standard of parliamentarian democracy’® does not work anymore.

None [of the other parties] has the courage to name the reasons. Let’s see what
they have to say about the Euro crisis. Let us first have a look at the opposition:
their essential task is to formulate alternative proposals to the politics of the gov-
ernment. Far from it, ladies and gentlemen! The federal government has failed as
a government, but the opposition has failed as an opposition more than an oppo-
sition could possibly fail. The SPD and the Greens obediently support what Ms
Merkel orders. [ ... ] It does not occur to them that it is unfair when the Greek
people suffer for what the Greek government and the banks botched. Ladies
and gentlemen, when things go on like this, then there is something rotten
about the opposition, not to say, the opposition is rotten!

This passage of the speech also shows that the AfD does not directly portray countries
like Greece as the opponent. The party constructs a dichotomy between the elites
(German/Greek politicians) and the (Greek) people, the latter suffering through the
deeds of the first. They avoid playing one people off against the other by arguing
that there is an antagonism between ‘the government’ and ‘the people’. By using
this figure, the party spokesman dissociates himself from the classical ethnic dichot-
omy of right-wing populism.

It would not be appropriate to imagine the AfD as a monolithic bloc. Within the
organisation exist antagonistic ideological positions and contradictory cultural tra-
ditions. Considering the membership structure of the party, this is not surprising:
The AfD indeed consists of former Christian Democrats, Social Democrats, national
leftists, conservatives and liberals. In this case, the struggles of the young AfD®!
seem to mirror the fate of many ‘classical’ populist parties that, without a strong leader-
ship, often implode within a short period of time.

In a letter to his ‘dearest conservative fellow members’, dated 29 December 2013,
Alexander Gauland addresses the cultural differences that have now become visible
within the party. He appeals for tolerance and for considering these different positions.
Gauland emphasises the common ground of fighting against feminism, alternative
family politics and liberal values:

It is true that within the AfD, people found each other whose different ideas of
good and right, of an intact society are not represented in public opinion. People
who are convinced that a family consists of father, mother and child and that
they, not the preschool, are responsible for the child’s education. People who
do not automatically see immigration, especially into our welfare system, as a
benefit and who find the colourfulness of some lifestyles too colourful for a
country that is lacking children. [ ... ] Finally, especially among elders, there
are many who believe that the whole gender mainstreaming (whatever that is)
is a big folly and that [politically] correct fairy tales, a feminist Bible or
female written forms are the products of people who don’t have anything else
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to worry about. It is mostly the elders among us who are relieved by the words of
an Australian professor who claims that Germany is no more responsible for
World War I than the others.®

Gauland, a conservative member of his party, addresses fights within the organisation
that in his opinion have led to negative media coverage. What is supposed to be a dis-
advantage is turned into a virtue: it meets the party’s performative self-placement
‘beyond’ the left and the right, a party everyone may join.

The Struggle against ‘Re-Education’: Multiculturalism and Gender-Mainstreaming

While the ideal of a ‘catch-all-protest-party’ is displayed in many party communi-
cations and the openness to everyone is emphasised, we can find other campaign
materials that are contradictory to this presented image. As described, one crucial
part of the party’s communication concentrates on the economic critique of European
politics. The EU position is one of critique and anti-establishment rhetoric but at the
same time still refers to mainstream economic positions that do not fully coincide
with either leftist or right-wing politics. In addition to issues of European politics,
we find party communications that are phrased in the vocabulary of right-wing-politics,
such as the denial of multiculturalism, the condemnation of non-heteronormative life-
styles such as same-sex unions or ‘political correctness’. Beforehand, we have defined
the differentiation of friend and foe and the self-concept of being spokesmen of ‘the
people’ as a sign of a populist agenda. We shall now consult several campaign
posters to illustrate the anti-establishment strategy of the AfD.

Although at first glance, both posters broach different issues, they refer to one and
the same dichotomy which we have observed in other data before: the AfD portrays
itself as the only bearer of ‘truth’ and (common) sense whereas ‘others’ are implicitly
addressed as a threat to common sense. Therefore ‘Mut zur Wahrheit’ (‘Courage for
Truth’) and ‘Gender-Wahn stoppen’ (‘Stop Gender Madness’) are expression of one
and the same pattern. In contrast to other campaign media and party statements (see
above), those who are depicted as a threat to ‘truth’ — the established parties, the
public opinion, the leftish elites who promote gender diversity — are not even men-
tioned here explicitly. Their presence is semantically embedded within the words
used: in the first poster, they are excluded by the reference to ‘truth’; in the second
— vice versa — they are addressed as the driving power behind ‘gender madness’.

In the two posters shown in Figure 2 — both taken from AfD Facebook accounts —
we can see references to nationalist and conservative positions. While the first poster
criticises the extinction of ‘the’ German family, the second demands classical edu-
cation instead of ‘multicultural re-education’. Both posters show an interesting amal-
gamation of topics which we find characteristic for the AfD’s social media
communication. The first poster combines economic expertise and the critique of
family politics in Germany with the folkish idea of the German as a threatened
species. Whereas in the second poster the matter of classical education is interwoven
with the matter of a nation that is threatened by multiculturalism. All posters use popu-
list communication strategies. Poster 1 refers to the critique of the established parties
by claiming ‘the truth’. Poster 2 addresses the threat of gender-delusion, a theme that is
broadly discussed in both nationalist contexts and the Christian right. The third and
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FIGURE 2
AFD CAMPAIGN POSTERS (ONLINE AND OFFLINE) IN THE 2013 GENERAL ELECTION
CAMPAIGN ‘COURAGE FOR TRUTH’ AND ‘STOP GENDER MADNESS’

Mut zur Gender-Wahn
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braucht ':ngun eine Simple Wahrheit:
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Alternative Alternative

for
Deutschland
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Deutschland

Official Campaign poster of the AfD Online poster (posted by AfD-members in social

networks)

fourth posters (Figure 3) link the survival of the German nation to failing economic
programmes (poster 3) and failing multicultural ideals (poster 4). Coinciding with
Decker’s delineation of basic populist attributes, poster 2, 3 and 4 can be characterised
as examples for populist communication since they tend to create an atmosphere of fear
and threat,®® for example by referring to societal changes as ‘insane’ or as in posters 3
and 4, to the threat of re-education and the loss of the German Family.

FIGURE 3
FACEBOOK POSTERS OF THE AFD

bis zum Grindungsparteitag
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statt
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Alternative AfD, 10 Apnl 2013b
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AfD Magdeburg?

“Translation: 200 billion Euros. All the same, the German family is dying out.’
®Translation: ‘Until the founding party conference: classical education over multicultural re-education.’
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In contrast to the mainstream of European right-wing populist parties and to the
posters shown here, the AfD party platform does not refer to migration in a strictly
negative way. The AfD platform promotes migration of those people who are fit for
work but opposes ‘migration into our welfare systems’. By addressing the ‘gender
trouble’ (Judith Butler)®* of modern societies and the loss of the traditional
(German) family as a major problem, the AfD refers to a Christian-conservative,
anti-equality discourse that we find not only in Germany but also in France (manif
de tous) or in eastern European countries.®

So how may we interpret the variety of differing self-descriptions we find in our
data? In its public appearance, the AfD on the one hand avoids any impression of
blatant racism. Nevertheless, by emphasising the ideal of the heterosexual German
family that is threatened both by ‘multiculturalist re-education’ and ‘pro-homo
gender-re-education’, they are on the other hand compatible with racist and heteronor-
mative anti-homo morals. In addition, the repeated use of the term ‘re-education’ — a
term reminiscent of the re-education of Nazi Germany by the Allies’ education pro-
grammes — as something negative and unnatural (un-German) clearly emphasises
the populist recourse on the ‘innocence’ and the ‘nativity’ of ‘the people’ that must
be protected from hostile foreign influences.®¢

While right-wing extremist parties define these hostile forces by their descent and
genetics and therefore directly link to the arguments of historical National Socialism,
the AfD, similar to other more moderate right-wing populists throughout Europe,
refers to the supposed incompatibility of different cultures. This difference in emphasis
does not object to the finding that the AfD is highly compatible with right-wing-voters’
attitudes. That may explain the positive feedback in neo-conservative and right-wing
journals and groups such as Junge Freiheit, Compact or Politically Incorrect. More-
over, the AfD builds a link to a discourse of threatened national identity and ‘Uber-
fremdung’ (lit. ‘over-alienation’, likewise with multiple connotations) that has
broken into the mainstream of the German society, as we have shown above.

In the following, we shall elaborate on the party’s different communication strat-
egies and the links they generate in a diversified political public. We argue that particu-
larly in its ambiguity, the AfD represents a challenge to the European policy of the
established parties.

THE AFD SYMPATHISERS: A QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE
BUNDESWAHLKOMPASS VOTING ADVICE APPLICATION DATASET

In the 2013 general election in Germany, the AfD gained 4.7 per cent of the vote. The
FDP, which failed to enter the parliament, won only 0.1 percentage points more. This
outcome was more than most observers would have imagined possible. Before the
European election, polls predicted an outcome of 3 to more than 7 per cent for the
AfD. Obviously, the new party embraces a relevant segment of the electorate. With
this in mind, two questions arise: (1) Who are the AfD sympathisers in terms of
their party affiliation and their socio-economic background? (2) Which issue positions
do these sympathisers take and where can they be placed in the political spectrum of
the Federal Republic?®” These questions are especially crucial when we consider the
‘fluid’ state of the party in terms of ideology and membership.
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On the basis of the dataset from the Bundeswahlkompass 2013, this section pro-
vides a closer look at the group of the AfD sympathisers with a quantitative approach.
The Bundeswahlkompass was a Voting Advice Application (VAA) that aimed to give
users a better understanding of their own position in the political landscape and com-
pared it with party positions. With the aid of 30 issues which were taken from major
topics like the economy, the welfare state, ethical values or immigration, voters
could place themselves through a five point Likert scale from ‘totally agree’ to
‘totally disagree’. In addition to the issue section, some extra questions aimed at gath-
ering background information, especially in the socio-economic field. Apart from that,
the survey inquired about voting behaviour in previous elections and asked for the indi-
vidual voting probability for each party. Based on this categorisation, we could identify
the groups of party sympathisers and link them to the background information.

This study thus focuses on the AfD sympathisers. Here, we define a ‘sympathiser’ as
a person who ranked the possibility of voting for the AfD with 8, 9 or 10 and therefore
had shown a high party preference in that direction. For all issues, we have a sample of N
= 5932. For comparison matters, we construct a group of non-sympathisers which is
defined by persons who ranked the voting possibility for the AfD between 1 and 3 (N
= 44,590). Of course the ranking does not imply that a sympathiser has voted for the
AfD in the election. It shall function here as an indicator for a high amount of agreement
or compatibility of the electorate with the campaign and the party.

Background Questions — Who Prefers the AfD?

As described, the Bundeswahlkompass provided numerous additional questions which
were not part of the tool itself and could be filled in voluntarily. The additional ques-
tions focused on socio-economic background facts as well as preferences in previous
elections.

Most of the AfD sympathisers in the sample are male (80 per cent). The group with
the largest impact is those aged 25 to 35 years old, closely followed by those between
45 and 54 years. Geographically, the Linder of North Rhine-Westphalia (23 per cent),
Baden-Wiirttemberg (13 per cent), Berlin and Bavaria (12 per cent) are highly rep-
resented within this group. With 77 per cent, the political interest is notably high in
this group. This might not be surprising as a VAA tool is frequented mostly by
persons who are interested in politics. Furthermore, it confirms the finding that
nearly half of the AfD sympathisers hold a university degree. In contrast, only 5 per
cent have a certificate of secondary education or no degree at all. Keeping this in
mind, it is not surprising that the bigger part of sympathisers (47 per cent) has a
monthly net income between 2500 and 5000 Euros. For the most part, AfD sympathi-
sers voted for the CDU and the CSU in the previous general election (30 per cent), fol-
lowed by the FDP (26 per cent). Fifteen per cent voted for the Social Democrats.

So far, we have sketched the socio-economic background of the AfD sympathisers.
But what are their political positions? We have confronted all users with several ques-
tions concerning political issues and values. The first statement we shall examine here
refers to the acceptance of authoritarian structures. The proposal in the Bundeswahlk-
ompass was as follows: ‘Germany needs a strong leader that can quickly decide on
everything.”®® Forty-five per cent of the AfD sympathisers agreed completely or
tended to agree, so that one can assume a notable desire for authoritarian politics.
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FIGURE 4
SELF-PLACEMENT IN THE POLITICAL LANDSCAPE
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Note: N refers to the group which ranked the probability of voting for a particular party between 8 and 10.

Likewise, they tend to be displeased with democracy in Germany. Forty-seven per cent
characterised themselves as ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’. Another quarter was
only ‘partly satisfied’. In comparison, the CDU/CSU and the FDP sympathisers are
more content with the status quo of democracy: in both cases, 70 per cent opt for ‘sat-
isfied’ or ‘very satisfied’.

Being asked for a self-placement in the political spectrum, AfD sympathisers most
interestingly turn out as exponents of the political centre. To some extent, they mirror
the distribution in the groups of CDU/CSU and FDP sympathisers, although they
spread further in the political landscape. This supports the idea that the AfD might
be an alternative for those who describe themselves as moderate but are disappointed
by the current state of politics.

Distribution among Major Issues

The Bundeswahlkompass provided 30 issues that gave the user the possibility to
compare their personal opinion with party statements. We shall here focus on those
areas that link to the party’s thematic profile, namely the EU and the common currency,
immigration and social policy.

Front-runner Bernd Lucke considered the Euro as a fundamental mistake and por-
trayed it as the main reason why Germany got roped into the financial crisis. The pro-
posal ‘Germany should abolish the Euro and relaunch the D-Mark’ relates to that
negative attitude towards the Euro and shows a gap between the groups of party sym-
pathisers (Figure 5). Forty-six per cent of the AfD sympathisers are in favour of a
German exit. Among those who do not sympathise with the AfD, only 4 per cent
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FIGURE 5
‘GERMANY SHOULD ABOLISH THE EURO AND RELAUNCH THE D-MARK’*
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Note: N refers to the group which ranked the probability of voting for a particular party between 8 and 10.
Original statement: ‘Deutschland soll den Euro abschaffen und die D-Mark wieder einfiihren.’

show the same level of agreement. Sympathisers of the CDU/CSU as well as those of
the FDP are also sceptical: less than 5 per cent of both groups tend to agree.

Not only does the AfD reject the Euro. They criticise the EU itself for being cen-
tralistic and elitist. Instead of forcing Europeanisation in ever more areas, they opt for
the re-nationalisation of decision structures. The issue ‘Germany should withdraw
from the European Union’ represents the most radical outcome of this policy and
works as a trigger for Eurosceptics among the electorate (Figure 6).

The findings here almost mirror the distribution for the Euro statement. Whereas by
far the most CDU/CSU and FDP sympathisers (totally) disagree with the statement,
about half of the AfD group disagrees or totally disagrees with opting out of the
EU. On the other hand, whereas not even a total of 5 per cent of CDU/CSU and
FDP sympathisers is in favour of leaving the EU, a third of the AfD sympathisers
agrees or totally agrees. But although this group is remarkably bigger than among
the other party supporters, AfD supporters are obviously not as anti-European as
one could have expected concerning the public image of the party.

Nevertheless, the refusal of financial aid programmes for indebted states is remark-
ably strong. The statement ‘In order to secure the Euro, it is reasonable that Germany
supports financially weaker countries’ provokes a strong negative answer. A total of 78
per cent in this group disagrees or strongly disagrees, which is true for less than a fourth
of CDU/CSU and FDP supporters. One could conclude here that those who favour the
Alternative fiir Deutschland are not constantly against the EU as an institution but
against mechanisms of financial solidarity between the European states.

However, the relatively high support for anti-Euro statements and the moderate
support for anti-EU statements illustrate a great deal of correspondence between the
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FIGURE 6
‘GERMANY SHOULD WITHDRAW FROM THE EUROPEAN UNION"?
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Note: N refers to the group which ranked the probability of voting for a particular party between 8 and 10.
“Original statement: ‘Deutschland sollte aus der EU austreten.’

party and its supporters. Considerations on the positions of the AfD in social policies like
integration, gender equality or family values have additionally revealed linkages to right-
wing populism. It is hence useful to take a look at the levels of agreement in these topics.
Indeed, AfD sympathisers tend to embrace much more authoritarian views than those who
do not lean towards this party. The statement ‘Immigration to Germany should be more
restricted, even for qualified employees’ met an agreement/total agreement level of 60
per cent among AfD supporters, whereas those who stated a sympathy level of 3 or less
agreed or totally agreed by 19 per cent. Only 6 per cent of the AfD sympathisers totally
disagreed with this statement. This tendency is mirrored by the results of the statement
‘It should be easier for asylum seekers to be granted the right of abode’. Nearly three-
fourths of the AfD sympathisers disagreed or strongly disagreed, whereas non-supporters
(totally) disagreed by 28 per cent. Keeping in mind that Islam is a highly relevant topic in
the populist right discourse in Europe, it is all the more remarkable that a total of 68 per
cent of the AfD sympathisers agreed with the statement that ‘Islam is not compatible
with the values of the Federal Republic of Germany’, whereof 40 per cent even totally
agreed (Figure 7). Particularly striking here is the disparity of more than 25 per cent in
comparison with CDU/CSU supporters within the highest level of agreement.

Another social policy issue refers to the rights of homosexuals: “The right to adop-
tion should only be granted to heterosexual couples’ (Figure 8). While FDP supporters
show the most liberal attitude in this case and the levels of agreement are similar in all
three groups and the CDU/CSU group agrees/disagrees by a total of 45 per cent, the
agreement/total agreement rate is highest in the AfD group. In total, more than half
of the AfD sympathisers are in favour of limiting adoption rights to heterosexual
couples, with more than 33 per cent of total agreement.
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FIGURE 7
‘ISLAM IS NOT COMPATIBLE WITH THE VALUES OF THE FEDERAL REPUBLIC’*
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Note: N refers to the group which ranked the probability of voting for a particular party between 8 and 10.
“Original statement: ‘Der Islam ist nicht vereinbar mit der Werteordnung der Bundesrepublik.’

FIGURE 8
‘THE RIGHT TO ADOPTION SHOULD ONLY BE GRANTED TO HETEROSEXUAL COUPLES’*
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“Original statement: ‘Das Adoptionsrecht soll heterosexuellen Paaren vorbehalten sein.’
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In a nutshell, it becomes clear that AfD sympathisers lean more towards identity-
based policies. Although they place themselves firmly in the political centre, they are
the most conservative group in immigration and social policies. At this point, the AfD
appears as an alternative for voters of almost all political parties who are demanding a
clear anti-establishment position in the form of scepticism against the political class
and their promotion of Europeanisation. As the level of refusal against the EU is
lower than expected, one can assume that support for the AfD derives not only from
the Euro question but, at the same time, from the cultural dichotomy that characterises
those addressed by the populist agenda.

CONCLUSION

With this article we wanted to discuss the programmatic position of the AfD, its self-
description and the social and ideological position of its potential voters. We have
looked into the case with different datasets and methodological approaches to draw
a diverse and broad image of the young party in its founding phase. We found that
the AfD is neither ‘just another right-wing populist party’ nor an ordoliberal bourgeois
party free from populist and nationalist ideas. Up to now, we would rather like to
describe the AfD as a ‘projection screen’ for different concerns and purposes and as
a functional equivalent for right-wing parties in a country where open right-wing extre-
mism and right-wing populism is tabooed. The Alternative fiir Deutschland rather gen-
erates linkages and potentials for mobilisation from different sources. The parties’
potential voters fit in this image: on the one hand they describe themselves as part
of the political centre, on the other hand they show anti-diversity and anti-immigrant
attitudes.

Does the AfD represent a new right-wing populist movement in Germany? The
programmatic core of the AfD is neither clearly racist nor do its anti-Euro positions
necessarily lead to a right-wing-populist appeal. If we only take the rudimentary pro-
gramme of the founding phase into account, it places the party firmly in the conserva-
tive—liberal area of the political spectrum. However, in attacking the political elite and
the established parties and holding them liable for the financial crisis in Europe, the
AfD clearly embraces populist patterns of political communication which cannot be
separated from references to the vocabulary of the right beyond conservatism. By
using an anti-elite appeal, the party targets right-wing audiences as this appeal is
embedded into a discourse which embraces, to some extent, the habitus, the fopoi
and the semantics of the political right. The political establishment is not only held
liable for the Euro crisis but for the decline of traditional social values. By strengthen-
ing ‘family’ against ‘gender madness’; by warning of ‘multicultural re-education’, the
AfD adopts images and language from the spectrum beyond conservatism, specifically
by the Christian right and nationalist groups.

The AfD is not monolithic but under constant stress and tensions as several wings
and groups are struggling within the organisation. Since the sympathisers of the AfD
match with the party’s positions and media self-staging by placing themselves in the
political centre but clearly adopting positions that are located in the right part of the
spectrum, we may argue that the AfD is not a right-wing populist party in itself but
may be a right-wing populist movement in the making. If this should happen, it is
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likely that the movement would have to deal with stigmatisation and tabooisation of
right-wing politics in contemporary Germany. Up to now the party in its ambiguity
with links to both the self-declared ‘centre of society’ and the far right is a functional
equivalent for right-wing populism in Germany.
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