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With right-wing populism growing across Europe, Germany was thought to
be an exemption to this trend. However, the rise of Alternative for Germany
could potentially change this.

While far right parties have been on the rise throughout Europe for decades, it
seemed like Germany was immune to the seduction of the far-right. Whereas,
among others, the National Front in France, the Dansk Folkeparti, Flemish
Interest in Belgium and the Freedom Party in Austria recorded growing electoral
results, parties such as the Republicans (REP), the National Democratic Party
(NPD) or the German People’s Union (DVU) were unable to overcome the
electoral threshold. Although successful at the national level and represented
in several regional parliaments (Landtage), no party to the right of the Christian
Democrats has managed to gain seats in the Bundestag since 1949. Why has
this been the case in Germany?

Germany’s “special status”

Political scientists and other observers both in and outside the country were
puzzled by the ‘special status’ of the German party system, all the more so
because the key conditions for the electoral success of right-wing populist and
radical right parties were not that different from the European
neighbors. Several studies have shown a small but relatively stable presence of
nativist, even xenophobic attitudes within the German society. However,
although right-wing populist parties profited from these preconditions in several
state elections – e.g. in Baden-Württemberg in the early 1990s and some East
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German states from the beginning the new millennium onwards – they were
not able to establish at the federal level. One can hardly identify one single
reason for this mismatch, but according to most scholars, the answer lies in
three German characteristics.

Firstly, the German political right was divided and fractioned. While in France,
Austria, Switzerland and other European countries, major far right parties were
able to unify the right beyond the Conservatives, the right spectrum in Germany
was distinguished by a high degree of competition. For instance, with NPD and
DVU, two main players of the extreme right competed against each other in
several Land elections until their consolidation in 2011. At the same time, the
populist radical right spectrum was marked by the coexistence of various small
parties, such as The Freedom or the so-called ‘Pro’ Movement, a minuscule
group that basically operates in North Rhine-Westphalia.

Secondly, the yearlong strategy of the Christian Democrats, which consisted in
the integration of conservative streams within the German society, might have
had a negative impact on newcomers on the right. Especially the Bavarian CSU,
an autonomous party that is embedded in the Christian Democratic Union at
the federal level—the CDU, in turn, holds no regional branch in Bavaria—was
able to address conservative voters beyond the Bavarian borders and helped to
maintain the strategy of the Union.

The third reason relates to German history. Since the end of World War II,
radical or extreme right parties have been dealing with stigmatization and
exclusion from the political discourse.  While far right parties are treated as
outsiders in almost all countries, in Germany, they are suspected of standing in
the tradition of historical Nazism and thus barred. For instance, when the NPD
found its way into the state parliament of Mecklenburg-West Pomerania in
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2006, the other parties decided to not to support any of the NPD’s
parliamentary initiatives (so-called ‘Schweriner Weg’ – ‘Way of Schwerin’).

These unfavorable conditions contributed a great deal to keeping far right
parties out of the German party system for more than six decades. At the
beginning of 2017, however, it seems like the ‘anti-fascist consensus’ of the
German post-war era has begun to totter. Violent acts against refugees have
risen. In 2015, the German Federal Office of Criminal Investigation
(Bundeskriminalamt) had registered a right-wing populist political movement
(‘Pegida’), although solely a regional phenomenon in the city of Dresden, has
dominated media coverage on East Germany. The most impressive evidence
for the establishment of a far right stream is the ongoing success of a new
right-wing populist party: the Alternative for Germany (AfD).

Accounting for the AfD’s rise

Since its foundation in the first quarter of 2013, the AfD has been denoting growing
electoral support. Whereas it had failed to jump over the electoral threshold in the 2013
general election, the party won seats in every state election since that time. With partly
extremely high results—such as 24.3 percent in Saxony-Anhalt and 20.8 percent in
Mecklenburg-West Pomerania—the AfD is already the most successful new party in the
history of the Federal Republic.
To some scholars—including the author of this piece—one crucial reason for the
popularity of the AfD are the arbitrary features of its ideology in the first two
years of its existence. While clearly Eurosceptic and populist in terms of its anti-
elitist appeal, the official program of the AfD in 2013/2014 did not include any
nativist or xenophobic components.

However, studies diagnose a clearly right-wing populist profile for both the
sympathizers and the members of the AfD from the start. Other inquiries
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illustrate that in 2013, the public opinion as well as the first studies on the
party located the AfD firmly at the right of CDU and CSU but did not imply a far
right profile. The party therefore profited from its moderate but populist
program while at the same time, as it was slightly more conservative than the
Christian Democrats, the AfD was attractive for far right voters and activists
from the very beginning. At the same time, the success of the AfD mirrors the
evolution of the Christian Democrats, which have turned to a more liberal party
under the leadership of Chancellor Angela Merkel. While this strategy has
clearly marginalized the SPD, which scores just under 21 percent in the
national polls, it has annoyed a great deal of more conservative voters, who
now lean towards the AfD.

It is not surprising that that the agenda of the AfD changed after the 2014
European election. Whereas anti-Euro and anti-EU positions had dominated its
program until May or so, the party highlighted its conservative social values in
the face of the state elections in autumn 2014. During this phase of the party’s
history, growing tensions about the leadership of its founder Bernd Lucke, an
economist from the University of Hamburg and the ideological direction of the
AfD, including its relationship to Pegida, occurred. In summer 2015, Mr Lucke
lost the election to the party executive against the leader of the Saxonian
regional branch and parliamentary party, Frauke Petry, who chairs the party
until today together with co-speaker Jörg Meuthen. Even though scandals and
internal conflicts have been shattering the party, some observers’ expectation
that the party will break down did not prove true. At the beginning of the
election year 2017, the polls indicate high electoral support (around 12
percent) for the AfD at the general election in September.

https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2015.1004230
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2015.1004230
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While it is right that a successful far right party in Germany mirrors a normalcy
in Europe, it is also a benchmark for the crisis of representative democracy and
the elites and the parties that underpin it. Populist far right parties—including
Donald Trump in the United States by the way—benefit from growing contempt
towards the political elites and the perception of individual powerlessness in
the political process. In that sense, parties like the FPÖ in Austria, the French
Front National or the AfD in Germany are phenomena of modernization,
although they do not directly profit from its negative economic consequences
(e.g. unemployment), as scholars have argued for years.

Not surprisingly, recent studies show that electoral support for the AfD is not
entirely based on protest—in fact, there is a great deal of convergence between
the political positions of the voters and the ideology of the party. Empirical
results also illustrate that the share of losers of the modernization process
within the AfD electorate is high, but they do not represent the majority of their
voters. In other words, the AfD is at least as much the exponent of a latent new
right movement as it is the vehicle of discontent. At the same time, it
represents to a certain extent an invisible coalition of middle-class and lower-
class voters.

In contrast to its predecessors in the far right spectrum, the AfD faces hardly
any competitors in its niche. Founded by both neo-liberal, Eurosceptical
economists (e.g. former party leader Bernd Luck and Joachim Starbatty) and
socially conservative activists (e.g. Beatrix von Storch), the AfD became the
center of attraction for right-wing networks without being right-wing extremist
on its own terms. Due to its electoral successes, the AfD became a much more
attractive player in the spectrum than other, much less successful parties did.

http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/10.5771/0032-3470-2016-2-276/ausser-protesten-nichts-gewesen-das-politische-potenzial-der-afd-jahrgang-57-2016-heft-2
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The political public, especially the established parties, still seem somehow
paralyzed and helpless. Strategies oscillate between stigmatization—the
approach that embossed the exposure to the far right for sixty years—and
dispute. While some argue that the—in part—extreme ideology of the party
prohibits its inclusion in the democratic discourse, approaches that are more
pragmatic allude to three crucial facts.

First, they highlight the ‘normative power of the factual’: by being represented
in more than half of the state parliaments and likely to master the electoral
threshold in the upcoming federal election, the AfD is already an established
actor, at least in the medium term. Ignoring is thus no strategic option.
Secondly, while it was easy to demonize other right-wing parties, such as the
NPD, due to their extremist ideology and appeal, the AfD, although clearly part
of the far right, is not a fascist party. Even if the party has evolved from a
moderate conservative-Eurosceptic to a far right party, it still lacks a clear racist
and anti-system agenda. Neither its anti-elitist appeal to the people nor its
Islamophobia resemble the neo-Nazi agenda of the NPD or other parties of this
spectrum. It is thus not surprising that the anti-fascist reflexes of the political
public failed.

Finally, the common strategy of demonization (or stigmatization) could even
prove to be counterproductive: populist far right parties feed on their
perception as political outsiders. Therefore, any attempt to exclude the AfD
from the political discourse can be interpreted as another move by the ‘aloof’
political class and strengthen the bond between the party and its supporters.

Outlook
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In the face of the increasing establishment of the AfD and constantly high
results in the polls, the prospects for the newcomer party are auspicious. The
AfD will almost certainly be represented in the next German Bundestag. This
will pose a challenge to the established parties. As to parliamentary strategies,
a strong far right fraction could prevent the realization of preferred coalitions.
While the SPD is unlikely to gain enough seats to claim the chancellorship, the
CDU/CSU might become the strongest party but without the perspective of a
two-party alliance other than a grand coalition. However, the only possible
outcome might as well be the worst.

Not only is the grand coalition highly unpopular among Social Democrats. As
the case of Austria shows, grand coalitions in persistence lead to the increasing
perception of the ‘cartelization’ of the political class, which fosters support for
the far right. Considering the options of government formation after the 2017
general election, the AfD might well become the beneficiary of the situation it
contributed to: political sclerosis. In that case, Germany might face a long
period of bounded competition between the major mainstream parties and
growing polarization in terms of increasing successes of the far right.

Image credit: vfutscher/Flickr
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