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The greatest political challenge to liberal democracy within Germany today 
is the AfD, the first far-right party in the country’s post-war history to be 
represented in all states and in the federal legislature.

Founded in 2013 as a party opposing Germany’s stance of trying to save the 
eurozone, the AfD veered sharply to the populist radical right and adopted 
a strongly anti-Islam profile in 2015. The new line has been quite successful, 
especially in the former East German states. After securing representation 
in 14 of the 16 German state parliaments by October 2017, the AfD became 
the third-largest party in Germany after the 2017 federal election, claiming 
94 seats in the Bundestag, a major breakthrough for the party as it was the 
first time the AfD had won any seats in the Bundestag. 

The AfD is the most significant new party in German politics for a generation. 
In recent years AfD has captivated German politics, media and voters. Yet 
both the party and the roots of its support remain poorly understood. Where 
has this political revolt come from? Who is supporting them, and why?  How 
are AfD attempting to win over voters? And how far can their insurgency 
against the main parties go? 

This study examines the AfD’s origins, evolution, and political ideology. The 
study begins with a detailed look at the AfD’s programmatic evolution since 
its inception, highlighting the party’s leadership and political platform. Next, 
it examines the sociopolitical conditions that contributed to the AfD’s rise, 
and how the AfD leveraged those conditions to achieve electoral successes. 
Drawing on party manifestos, as well as statements of party leadership, 
this study seeks to find the elements in the party’s core message ultimately 
leading to its success over time. 

Economic Development Foundation

FOREWORD
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Anti-immigrant populist parties have been a familiar feature of European 
politics since at least the 1980s, but they have gained new prominence in 
recent years. Anti-immigrant populists have also achieved breakthroughs in 
countries where they had previously failed to gain attraction, most notably 
in Germany, where the Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland, 
AfD) has made a big electoral gain.  The meteoric rise of AfD is likewise 
central to the European national-populist configuration. Founded in 2013 
as a party opposing Germany’s stance of trying to save the eurozone, the 
AfD veered sharply to the populist radical right and adopted a strongly anti-
Islam profile in 2015. The new line has been quite successful, especially in 
the former East German states. After securing representation in 14 of the 
16 German state parliaments by October 2017, the AfD became the third-
largest party in Germany after the 2017 federal election, claiming 94 seats 
in the Bundestag, a major breakthrough for the party as it was the first time 
the AfD had won any seats in the Bundestag. 

The AfD is the most significant new party in German politics for a generation. 
In recent years AfD has captivated German politics, media and voters. Yet 
both the party and the roots of its support remain poorly understood. Where 
has this political revolt come from? Who is supporting them, and why?  How 
are AfD attempting to win over voters? And how far can their insurgency 
against the main parties go? 

This study examines the AfD’s origins, evolution, and political ideology. The 
study begins with a detailed look at the AfD’s programmatic evolution since 
its inception, highlighting the party’s leadership and political platform. Next, 
it examines the socio-political conditions that contributed to the AfD’s rise, 
and how the AfD leveraged those conditions to achieve electoral successes. 
Drawing on party manifestos, as well as statements of party leadership, 
this study seeks to find the elements in the party’s core message ultimately 
leading to its success over time. Along the way it will provide insight in to the 
party’s stances on international and national issues such as EU integration, 
national security and justice; culture language and identity; immigration, 
integration, and asylum; foreign and security policy. 

INTRODUCTION1
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The AfD is not the first far right-wing party to seek seats in the German 
Bundestag after World War II, but it is by far the most successful. Other 
right wing parties such as the Republikaner, the NPD (National Democratic 
Party of Germany) or the DVU (German People’s Union) have come and 
gone and have occasionally managed to enter regional parliaments, but 
never the Bundestag. Whether Germany’s newest radical right party, the 
AfD, will continue to play a major role in Germany’s national party system 
is an open question. However, it has already broken the pattern of its 
predecessors. With significant electoral success in state elections from 
2014-2016 across almost all the German states and an stimulating 12.6% 
of the vote in the 2017 German federal election, the AfD has become the 
subject of widespread media coverage. It has also become the subject of 
increasing scholarly analysis.

From the start, there has been much discussion regarding the party over 
how to position it in the political spectrum. The fact that they entered the 
newly elected German Bundestag immediately triggered several headlines 
comparing today’s situation to the rise of Nazi fascism in 1930. There 
has also been a tendency among some commentators to draw parallels 
between the AfD and extremist or fascist parties from Germany’s past.  

But just writing off AfD and its supporters as a throwback to Germany’s 
Nazi past is too easy. It’s not because there isn’t some truth in it. The AfD 
certainly flirts with extremist rhetoric on occasion and the party has more 
than its fair share of old-fashioned Nazis, neo-Nazis, Holocaust deniers 
and those all too happy to acknowledge that the Holocaust happened, 
and that it was a good thing. Likewise, since about 2015, the AfD has 
been increasingly open to working with far-right extremist groups such as 
“Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamisation of the Occident” (Patriotische 
Europäer Gegen Islamisierung Des Abendlandes, PEGIDA) and parts of the 
AfD have racist Islamophobic, anti-Semitic and xenophobic tendencies 
linked to far-right movements such as neo-Nazism and identitarianism. 
No doubt these issues raise concern and that someone has to be worried 
about. However, the party’s official position is not nearly as extreme and 
it would be a mistake to see them as simply the heirs of Nazi Party or the 
fascist parties of interwar Europe or the small neo-Nazi or extremist parties 
of post-war Europe (Pfeffer, 2017).

1.1.  Anatomy of AfD: Methodological Notes and 
Preliminary Findings
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Firstly unlike the Nazi Party or the fascist parties of interwar Europe or 
the small neo-Nazi or neofascist parties of postwar Europe, AfD is not 
an anti-system actor; they do not reject the democratic constitutional 
order. Second at the core of Nazi ideology was the belief that due to their 
superior racial characteristics and destiny, the German people deserved 
wide living-space - Lebensraum - and a disproportionate share of global 
resources (Pfeffer, 2017). For that purpose Germany had to build a mighty 
military machine and expand its territory at the expense of inferior races. 
But the outlook of today’s populist radical-right in Germany (and most 
other Western countries) is not one of expansion. Quite the opposite: 
Nowadays nationalists believe in closing their borders and concentrating 
inward, on a long-lost notion of the nation’s soul, cleansed from the 
corruption of foreign outsiders (Pfeffer, 2017). The AfD’s platform refers to 
Germans most commonly as “citizens” and leaves room for some heavily 
restricted immigration, avoiding the rhetoric of the more extreme right 
parties in Germany (Larkin, 2017: 10). They also have no stated interest 
in dismantling the current government system or in establishing an 
authoritative system instead. These are all major points that still preclude 
them from being classified as “extremist” or “facist” (Larkin, 2017: 10).

So, if they are not “fascist”, how should this 
party be la-belled? Rather than forcing it into ill-
fitting old categories, we should recognize that 
AfD today has developed a political discourse 
which has more in common with similar radical 
right parties in the West than it has with the old 
National Socialist Party.  It is nevertheless essential 
to clarify what we mean by “radical right parties” 
in general. In talking about ideology of far right 
parties it is necessary to establish the definitional 
boundary between the two terms which are often 
mixed up “extreme right” and the “radical right” 
(Eatwell & Goodwin, 2018: 69). The former concept 
generally refers to those parties which might challenge the democratic 
constitutional order and espouse violent means to obtain power (such as 
the Greek Golden Dawn), whereas radical right parties are found to adhere 
to the basic rules of liberal democracy and constitutionalism. The “radical 
right”, is typically used to describe groups that are critical of certain aspects 
of liberal democracy but which do not seek to overthrow democracy and 
are open to alternative forms of “rule by the people”. The “radical right” 
encompasses large movements like the National Front in France, the 
Freedom Parties in Austria and the Netherlands and the Italian League 
(Eatwell & Goodwin, 2018: 69). These parties advocate authoritarian social 

The AfD today 
has developed 

a political 
discourse which 

has more in 
common with 
similar radical 

right parties in 
the West.
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policies, like a tough stance on law and order, but also call for the greater 
use of referendums to strengthen the link between the rulers and the ruled.
They also want to reclaim national sovereignty from distant transnational 
organizations such as the EU. 1

One of the leading scholars on the radical right, 
Cas Mudde has noted that there are three core 
features that sets apart the radical right party 
family from other party groupings. The first feature 
of the populist radical right party family is a nativist 
ideology, where ethnocentric ideals and values 
are espoused which border on nationalistic and 
xenophobic sentiment.  For radical right parties, 
nativism is about preserving the importance of a 
dominant ethnic in-group, over an out-group such 
as immigrants. Thus, radical right parties strive to 

create a unitary nation-state in the nativist sense that the state “should be 
inhabited exclusively by members of the native group (‘the nation’) and that 
non-native elements (persons and ideas) are fundamentally threatening to 
the homogenous nation-state” (Mudde, 2007: 19). 

The second feature of radical right family is its authoritarian ideology. 
Mudde (2007) defines authoritarianism as “the belief in a strictly ordered 
society, in which infringements of authority are to be punished severely”. In 
their platforms, radical right parties indeed emphasize themes such as more 
effective law enforcement and “zero tolerance” against violators, which are 
often framed in connection with the migration issues. 

The third feature of the radical right family is 
populism, i.e. plain speaking, anti-elitist and anti-
establishment rhertoric. Mudde (2007: 23) claims 
populism can hence be regarded as an ideology 
which “considers society to be ultimately separated 
into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, 
‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and 
which argues that politics should be an expression 
of the volonté générale of the people”. On top of 

 1 This argument is often linked back to immigration by pointing the finger at the ‘freedom of 
movement’ principle in the EU, which allows people to travel and work freely in its member states. 
This, in turn, is often linked to security issues. Radical right parties often argue that the EU does not 
adequately police its external and internal borders, an omission which, particularly since the start 
of the refugee crisis, has enabled Islamist terrorists to cross borders and commit atrocities (Eatwell 
& Goodwin, 2018: 69).

There are three 
core features 
of radical right 
party family: 
nativism, 
authoritarianism 
and populism.
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that, populism includes the aspiration that political 
outcomes reflect the uniform will of the people, 
which should not be intermediated or reshaped in 
any way through the decision-making process. The 
programmes of radical right parties show evidence 
of appeals to political disillusionment in the parties’ 
anti-establishment rhetoric and their posturing as 
the voice of “the man on the street”. Furthermore, 
a profound critique of the EU, which can adopt 
the form of either soft or hard Euroscepticism; 
goes hand in hand with a populist rhetoric which 
emphasize the virtues of the common people vis-

à-vis the corrupt elite and claims to represent only the formers’ interests. 
Hence, many parties of the radical right in Western Europe are sceptical of 
the EU. They oppose the shift of power from the national to the supranational 
level and seek to re-strengthen national sovereignty. However, it is rare for 
them to clearly reject a country’s EU membership.

Therefore, the shared ideological profile of parties like the National Front 
in France, the Freedom Parties in Austria and the Netherlands and the 
Italian League can be identified in a combination of (1) nativism, implying 
the primacy of the national over the alien and the separation between the 
two; (2) authoritarianism, which professes obedience to the authorities and 
calls for more severe punishments against perpetrators; (3) and populism, 
which aims to implement the unified will of the honest people oppressed by 
the corrupt elite. The policy programmes of radical 
right parties are generally linked to these three core 
ideological dimensions.

So is the AfD a populist radical right party? The 
major hypothesis posited in this study is that since 
2015 AfD can be understood as predominantly 
populist radical right party, which combines 
nativism, authoritarianism, and populism. While the 
primary feature of the early AfD’s ideology was soft 
Euroscepticism and opposition to further delegation of federal powers to 
the EU without prior referendum (Arzheimer, 2015), the party soon started 
to expand its policy platform and mention new objectives such as protecting 
the German national identity from foreign influences, adopting a tougher 
immigration policy, setting up a more effective judicial system and a “zero 
tolerance” approach in combating crime, and upholding traditional family. 
Indeed, as this study will demonstrate since the 2014 European Parliament 
(EP) elections the AfD incorporated more anti-immigrant and populist 
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rhetoric into its political platform. In a similar vein xenophobic statements 
appeared to be the AfD’s main source of appeal since European debt came 
under more stable control in 2015. As of today, AfD seems to conform to the 
conceptualization of populist radical right parties.

The remainder of this study is organised as follows: The next chapter 
briefly provides some background information on the short career of the 
AfD. The chapter will first describe the impact of the Eurozone crises on 
German politics. Secondly it will then go on to chart the emergence of 
the AfD, its initial failure to scale the Germany’s 5% electoral barrier in the 
2013 Federal election, and its subsequent run of electoral successes in EP 
and state parliament elections, culminating in its 2017 Federal election 
success. Following that it will examine how the party’s ideological profile 
has developed over time and assess how significant upheavals in the party’s 
senior leadership have driven forward the progressive radicalization of the 
party’s programme. The third chapter presents an in-depth analysis of the 
AfD’s manifesto and other texts produced by the party. It will provide an 
overview of the ideological fabric of this party, which is constituted by a 
dynamic combination of nativism, authoritarianism and populism. The last 
chapter summarizes the main results of the study and discusses what the 
rise of the AfD means for the future of Germany.

1.2.  Structure of the Study 
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AfD was borne out of the 2008 Great Recession, a product of the political 
fallout from German led financial bailout of Greece and other Mediterranean 
EU member states in 2013 (Deutsche Welle, 2015). The European debt crisis 
in late 2009 marked a new chapter in EU-politics as several countries in 
the Eurozone faced the collapse of major financial institutions and high 
government debt. Germany came relatively unscathed through the crisis 
due to its strict economic management, foreign bailout polities and export-
driven economic model (Grimm, 2015:264). Despite  a brief contraction 
in 2008, the German economy continued to grow and while Italy, Greece, 
Portugal and Spain struggled to control their sovereign debt, fiscal policies 
and massive youth unemployment, Germany’s youth unemployment 
dropped to record lows and many described Germany as the biggest 
beneficiary within the Eurozone and winner of the European debt crisis 
(Grimm, 2015:264-265). 

By 2010, it had become clear that Greece would require massive bailouts. 
The Christian Democratic Union/Christian Social Union (CDU/CSU), Free 
Democratic Party (FDP), Social Democratic Party (SPD) and Greens all 
backed the bailouts by comfortable margins (Patton, 2017:4). Among the 
German public, however, frustration and anger were mounting as the euro 
drama unfolded. Those voicing great trust (großes Vertrauen) in the single 
currency plummeted from 44 per cent in 2009 to 32 per cent by April 2010. 
That month, two-thirds of Germans opposed financial assistance to Greece 
while only 16 per cent approved of it. A July 2012 survey revealed that most 
(54%) regarded the euro crisis to be the most pressing problem facing their 
country (Patton, 2017:4).

Merkel however advocated for a higher level of political and economic 
cooperation within the EU, as she intrinsically linked German prosperity 
together with the European Idea (Grimm, 2015: 267). In the context of the 
European financial crisis, Merkel took her institutionalist discourse to another 
level with her attempted closure of the discursive field from legitimate 
alternative projects. A case in point is her use of the term alternativlos 
(alternativeless) to justify the May 2009 law enabling the nationalisation 
of banks, pointing to the need to prevent banks “with systemic risk going 
into bankruptcy”, and the First Memorandum of Understanding on Greece 

2.1. The Euro Crisis and the Emergence of the AfD

AfD: A NEW CHALLENGER IN 
GERMAN POLITICS
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in May 2010 (Kim, 2017:4). In both cases, Merkel apodictically undergirded 
the claims of no alternative with the technocratic premise that the banks 
(with “systemic risk”) and the Euro (“If the Euro fails, Europe fails”) could not 
be allowed to fail (Kim, 2017:4). This however did not stop the opposition 
criticizing CDU/CSU for its lack of leadership and efficiency in terms of 
stabilizing the financial markets within the Eurozone (Grimm, 2015:267). 
Moreover, the German government was criticized by financial experts 
and academics for its pro-bailout position and trust in the government’s 
resoluteness and expertise was fading among the German public (Grimm, 
2015:267).

In response to Chancellor Angela Merkel’s handling of the Greek debt crisis 
a political pressure group named Wahlalternative 2013 (Electoral Alternative 
2013, WA13) was formed in September 2012. The organization was founded 
by Alexander Gauland, Bernd Lucke, Konrad Adam, and Gerd Robanus, 
all former members of the CDU and all of whom expressed concern that 
the party was not conservative enough (Sterphone, 2018). While none of 
them played a leading role in the CDU, all four had been party members 
for several decades and were reasonably prominent figures: For instance 
Adam and Gauland were well-known conservative journalists, while Lucke 
was a professor of economics who has been instrumental in organising two 
petitions by academic economists against the various bailout packages 
(Arzheimer, 2015: 5).

“Wahlalternative 2013” logo and its founders: Alexander Gauland, Konrad Adam, 
Gerd Robanus and Bernd Lucke
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However, the AfD should not be considered a 
splinter party from the CDU, because the founding 
members were recruited from a broader centre-
right background: Other signatories included 
28 university professors (almost all of them 
economists), entrepreneurs and managers, and 
a former state party chair of the FDP (the Liberal 
party)  (Arzheimer, 2015: 5). WA13 also cooperated 
with Freie Wähler (Federation of Independent Voters 
groups), a fledgling umbrella organisation for 
community-based, voter associations that are often 
dominated by the owners of small local business. 
This new political pressure group billed itself as 
explicitly Euroskeptic and critical of the Federal Republics existing political 
elites and parties. Members focused their critique on the CDU in particular; 
Alexander Gauland, formerly a CDU state secretary in Hesse, complained 
that “the CDU had lost its soul under Merkel”. The belief about the necessity 
of an alternative to the CDU was central to Wahlalternative appeals, press 
releases, interviews, and speeches (Sterphone, 2018). The Wahlalternative’s 
short manifesto demanded that Germany should not guarantee any foreign 
sovereign debt, that all members of the Eurozone should be free to re-
introduce national currencies or to join new currency unions, and that any 
further transfer of German sovereignty should be subject to a referendum 
(Arzheimer, 2015: 5).

In January 2013, both the WA13 and Freie Wähler jointly drew up a slate of 
candidates for the state election in Lower Saxony. However, the list polled 
just over 1% of the vote, much less than the 5% required for parliamentary 
representation (Arzheimer, 2015: 6). The failure of the “Wahlalternative 2013” 
together with “Federation of Independent Voters” to get more than 1% in the 
state election in Lower Saxony where 5% is the threshold for parliamentary 
representation and the conflicting views on organization and strategy 
(Lewandowsky, 2014: 2) lead to the emergence of the AfD.  Subsequently, 
the two groups parted ways, and in February 2013 the Wahlalternative’s 
leadership formally founded the AfD as a political party, with the stated 
intention to run in the upcoming federal election on September 22. Konrad 
Adam and Bernd Lucke, together with the Frauke Petry (born 1975), a 
chemist and entrepreneur from the eastern state of Saxony, were elected to 
jointly lead the party (Arzheimer, 2015: 6). 

Not much changed within the organization except for its structure. Many of 
the AfD’s early supporters were the same economists, businesspeople, and 
professors who had supported Wahlalternative (Sterphone, 2018). Enlisting 
the solid support of different economists, business leaders, activists, and 
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journalists, the AfD officially discussed and approved its leadership board 
and party program in Berlin for the first time since its inception in 2013 (Lees, 
2018: 300-301). Under its new leadership AfD presented itself as a single-
issue party with a rather narrow focus on the European debt crisis. Its slim 
political agenda was dominated by liberal-conservative Euro-scepticism. 
Its platform demanded an “orderly dissolution” of the European monetary 
zone and a return to national currencies or smaller, more homogeneous 
monetary associations. Germany should insist on a unilateral withdrawal 
from the Eurozone (Beck, 2017:126). The AfD thus emphasised an issue that 
was widely neglected in the other parties’ communications and assumed 
a position on this issue that the established parties had left unoccupied, 
thereby promising, as its name indicated, an “alternative” to the policies of 
the established parties (Beck, 2017:126) 

Although the Euro clearly dominated the rhetoric 
of the AfD, as an aside it also thematised a few 
other issues, although far less extensively (Beck, 
2017:126). Second, it stressed the importance 
of strengthening “the will of the people.” AfD 
leaders and documents argued that at all levels of 
German politics, the Altparteien (old parties) were 
running the system based on their interests rather 
than the people’s. In response, the AfD’s party 
program called for the incorporation of more direct 
democracy at all levels (Sterphone, 2018).  The AfD’s 
plan for returning political influence to “the people” 
included reinstating national sovereignty and 
rights, but also tightening immigrant integration 

policy (Sterphone, 2018). Some of these topics also appeared in the AfD’s 
campaign communication, although again much less dominant than its 
core theme (Beck, 2017:126). For instance, on its campaign posters next 
to criticism of the monetary union voters could sometimes also encounter 
demands for a stricter regulation of immigration. Importantly, during the 
campaign the AfD’s messages gained considerable visibility. Generous 
donations from business people and other wealthy benefactors provided 
the party with a campaign budget that allowed it to organise a much more 
vigorous campaign than is usually feasible for small extra-parliamentary 
parties. Prominent spokespersons, among them well-known renegades 
from established parties of the centre-right, university professors (especially 
economists) and talk-show celebrities also drew the news media’s attention 
to the AfD (Beck, 2017:127). 
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The AfD grew very quickly and in the September 2013 federal election, it 
garnered 4.7 per cent of the votes, the best result for any party competing 
for the first time since 1953 (Arzheimer, 2015: 541), but failed to reach the 
electoral threshold. It was similarly unsuccessful in state elections (Sterphone, 
2018). Thus, the election results clearly showed that AfD needed to expand its 
anti-Euro centered program to appeal to a wider electorate.

After its disappointment in the federal election, AfD’s leadership worked to 
create a program that addressed all mainstream political issues. However, 
AfD’s leadership collided with contrasting desired direction of the party’s new 
program. Lucke and Adam pushed for an economy-based liberal agenda, while 
Gauland aligned with co-speaker Frauke Petry, to push for a more nationalist 
agenda that was strongly opposed to immigration. 

Petry and Gauland managed to produce a manifesto that contained enough 
nationalist undertones to catch the attention of those who embrace 
ethnocentrism, nationalism and radicalism, but also to those mainstream 
Germans who felt threatened by endless Europeanization and immigration.  
During the lead-up to the EP elections, the AfD changed its slogan from Mut 
zur Wahrheit, telling it as it is, to Mut zu Deutschland, or the courage to stand up 
for Germany or be nationalistic. The party doubled-down on its Euroskeptic 
rhetoric, while some politicians increasingly incorporated nationalistic 
refrains (Sterphone, 2018).  AfD’s 2014 manifesto announced policy positions 
that called for social curtailed benefits for long-term immigrants. (Decker,  
2016: 15). The clear take away from AfD’s new manifesto was that that party 
intended to place a heavy focus on asylum and immigration as a means for 
nationalism to once again gain a foothold in German politics. Thus, evidence 
of AFD’s lean right can be seen as early as 2014.

2.2. EP Elections, Refugee Crises & Internal Party Rivalries

During the lead-up to the EP elections, the AfD changed its slogan from Mut zur Wahrheit, 
telling it as it is, to Mut zu Deutschland, or the courage to stand up for Germany 

or be nationalistic
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Perhaps as a consequence of this further 
radicalization, the party’s performance in EP 
elections in 2014 was impressive. The AfD won 7.1% 
of the national vote, coming in fifth behind the CDU 
(30.02%), SPD (27.27%), the Greens (10.7%), and the 
Left Party (7.39%).  The following month, the AfD’s 
seven newly elected Members of the European 
Parliament (MEPs) were accepted into the European 
Conservatives and Reformists (ECR) parliamentary 
group, albeit on a split vote. The EP elections 

provided the impetus for further respectable electoral performances in 
state parliament elections across Germany (Lees, 2018:301). Back in 2014, 
the AfD had brought its representatives to the state parliaments in Saxony, 
Thuringia and Brandenburg, and at the beginning of 2015 its representatives 
were elected to the first western federal states - Hamburg and Bremen 
(Ciechanowicz, 2017). 

These elections showed that the party was becoming increasingly able to 
mobilise traditional non-voters, which was due to the expansion of their 
manifesto to include issues such as pro-family policy, education, energy issues, 
immigration and - in Saxony - cross-border crime (Ciechanowicz, 2017). This 
expansion, however, also meant that new party supporters were not only 
concerned about Euro crisis policies; in fact, the AfD increasingly attracted 
conservatives of all sorts, who did not feel represented by the centrist course 
of Chancellor Angela Merkel. But like all parties to the right of the CDU before 
them, the AfD was soon “infiltrated” by far right activists, including supporters 
of the Islamophobic street movement PEGIDA (Ciechanowicz, 2017). 

After AfD’s electoral successes in 2014 the bitter infighting between two 
competing wings about the party`s future course 
also resurfaced.  The first wing was made up of those 
loyal to the founder, Bernd Lucke; it was primarily 
in favour of Germany’s exit from the eurozone 
(Grabow, 2016:177). Then there was a nationalist 
wing that formed around Frauke Petry, Marcus 
Pretzell, Alexander Gauland, Björn Höcke and others, 
who wore down Lucke with their nationalist and 
xenophobic statements and lack of loyalty (Grabow, 
2016:177). 

Until mid-2015, Lucke had managed to manoeuvre 
between the two wings for a short time but it did 
not eliminate the divisions (Arzheimer, 2015: 7). 

The party’s 
performance in 
2014 EP elections 
was impressive. 
The AfD won 
7,1% of the 
national vote.

After AfD’s 
electoral success 
in 2014 the 
bitter infighting 
between the 
moderate 
wing and the 
nationalist wing 
about the party’s 
future course 
resurfaced.



19

For example, during a vote in the EP on the sanctions against Russia Bernd 
Lucke, who voted for the sanctions, had to face open criticism from his 
deputies and demands for his resignation voiced by more radical groups of 
ordinary party members. The actions by Bernd Lucke aimed at disciplining 
the national-conservative activists and, at the same time, at resolving the 
conflict (by launching the procedure of removing one activist from the 
party and reducing the number of party co-chairs to two) proved ineffective 
(Ciechanowicz, 2017). 

Ahead of the party’s federal congress in Essen (on 
4-5 July 2015), the heads of AfD structures in Saxony, 
Brandenburg and Thuringia, and also North Rhine-
Westphalia, grouped in an association operating 
within the party, referred to as the Patriotic Platform, 
demanded that the AfD adopt a more critical 
stance towards immigrants and refugees. They 
expressed their support for the anti-Islamic PEGIDA 
movement, demanded that sanctions against 
Russia be lifted and began to openly claim that the 
USA is co-responsible for the war in Ukraine and in 
Syria  (Ciechanowicz, 2017). The tensions between 
the two wings became further virulent in the spring 
of 2015, when the Thuringia and Saxony-Anhalt 
AfD leaders, Björn Höcke and André Poggenburg, launched the “Erfurt 
Resolution” (Cantoni, Hagemeister & Westcott, 2017:5). In this document, 
they called for a policy of opposition to the social experiments of the 
past decades (gender mainstreaming, multiculturalism) and encouraged 
the party leadership to embrace the xenophobic, anti-immigrant PEGIDA 
movement (Cantoni et al., 2017:5). 
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Supporters of Lucke’s leadership responded in April 2015 with the “Germany 
Resolution” (Deutschland-Resolution), which criticised the signatories of the 
“Erfurt Resolution” for “want [ing] a different AfD, an AfD of flat slogans and 
shrill tones” and declared: “We want no ideology. We want to remain the 
party of common sense”(Kim, 2017:6). However, Lucke’s initiative in May 
2015 of founding the association Weckruf (Alarm Call) to rally opponents 
of the national-conservative wing—a move seen by many AfD members 
as “dictatorial and divisive”—set the stage for the July 2015 congress in 
Essen which Frauke Petry defeated2 Lucke in a contested vote for the party 
leadership, followed by the exodus of Lucke’s supporters from the party 
and the reconfiguration of the AfD into a “political umbrella for right-wing 
cultural struggle” (Kim, 2017:6). 

During the party congress, certain changes to the 
leadership structure were made. Frauke Petry, the 
head of AfD in Saxony, and Jörg Meuthen, the AfD 
leader in Baden-Wurttemberg, who was associated 
with Bernd Lucke’s group, became the party’s co-
chairs.  Lucke himself left the party claiming that he 
did not intend to lend his name to the party’s new, 
more populist orientation (Ciechanowicz, 2017). 
He founded a new party, initially called Alliance 
for Progress and Renewal (Allianz für Fortschritt 
und Aufbruch, ALFA), which was shortly renamed 
to Liberal-Conservative Reformers (Liberal-
Konservative Reformer, LKR), after a legal dispute 

Frauke Petry during July 2015 AfD Congress in Essen 

 2 At the following party congress Frauke Petry, representing the conservative, anti-immigrant party 
wing was elected party leader with 60% of the vote, against 38% of the votes going to the party 
founder Bernd Lucke (Cantoni et al., 2017:5).  
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about the abbreviation ALFA (Berning, 2017:17). Some of the AfD’s officials 
that are more moderate followed Lucke and left the party, as did most of 
the AfD’s representatives in the EP. The LKR did not run for the 2017 general 
elections and therefore received little or no media attention (Berning, 
2017:18). Numerous ordinary party members and local AfD leaders, mainly 
from western Germany, followed suit. In total, around 20% of party members 
left the AfD at that time. The loss was quickly compensated by an inflow of 
new activists; after Bernd Lucke’s departure the AfD considerably improved 
its election results in subsequent federal state elections (Ciechanowicz, 2017).

No doubt Lucke`s defeat can be interpreted as an ideological shift to the 
right. In a press release, Lucke asserted that he could not remain in the 
party as a “bourgeois poster child for political ideas, that [he] rejected] 
with deep conviction ... including], in particular, anti-Islamic or xenophobic 
views”(Sterphone, 2018). Lucke also said that “it called Germany’s ties to 
the West into question, particularly its membership in NATO, but also the 
EU positioning itself clearly against free trade agreements like CETA and 
TTIP” (Deutsche Welle, 2017a). Lucke was not alone in his assessment of the 
party’s direction under Petry. The shift was widely understood in the media 
as representing a transition away from Euroskepticism grounded in liberal 
economic policy and towards a more right-wing populist and reactionary 
ideology (Sterphone, 2018). Moreover, Marcus Pretzell, a then-prominent 
member and representative to the EP, stated proudly that the AfD is both an 
anti-Euro party and a “PEGIDA Party”. This meant that the AfD would begin 
to more actively pursue social policy and issues, including immigration, 
policing, education, culture, and identity. By aligning with PEGIDA, a party 
organized solely around Islamophobic German cultural nationalism, the AfD 
repositioned itself as explicitly populist and nationalist (Sterphone, 2018). 

In the end, the strongly anti-immigration wing of AfD flexed its muscles and 
the the Erfurt Resolution was adopted with an overwhelming majority (Wirtz, 
2017). The newly radicalised party quickly backed away from any previous 
thoughts of economic liberalism. Talk show appearances no longer featured 
economics professors, but activists preoccupied with the German Leitkultur 
(lead culture) and how multiculturalism was dismantling it. At rallies, 
discussions about monetary policy were replaced with flamboyant speeches 
about the great German culture, with crowds aggressively denouncing 
Chancellor Merkel as a “traitor” and with the term Lügenpresse (literally: “lying 
media”, another reference strongly associated with the Hitler era) liberally 
bandied about (Wirtz, 2017). As AfD drifted further right, its leadership made 
repeated xenophobic and migrant phobic statements.

2.3. AfD’s Shift to the Right under Petry’s Leadership
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Under the rule of Petry, the AfD intensified its program by taking into 
account the already previously apparent non-elite position on the Eurozone 
(Lees, 2018: 305-306). 

Moreover, Petry laid strong emphasis on the pre-eminence and importance 
of the German culture as well as the rejection of Islam within the German 
society (Lees, 2018: 306). She, in particular capitalized on rising public anger 
over German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 2015 decision to open the borders 
to more than a million refugees, which increased its anti-immigrant position. 
As it is known, in 2015, an estimated 1.5 million irregular immigrants and 

asylum seekers from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, and 
Africa made their way into Germany. The issue of 
the Refugee Crisis aided Petry’s efforts to solidify the 
party  into something more than simply a Eurozone 
protest vote, as she played on the same tensions 
that led other German right-wing parties to success 
in the 1980s and 90s (Larkin, 2017: 8). She was able 
to capitalize upon her initial successes with courting 
the PEGIDA movement and build a stronger party 
united in an anti-immigration standpoint (Larkin, 
2017: 9). While officially denying any link between 
AfD and PEGIDA, Petry also acknowledged that 
there is overlap between the organizations in the 
areas of patriotism, asylum, and immigration laws 
(Beyer & Fleischhauer, 2016). 

At the party convention in Stuttgart held on 30 April to 1 May 2016, the AfD 
also adopted an election manifesto based upon opposition to Islam, calling 
for the ban of Islamic symbols including burkhas, minarets and the call to 
prayer, using the slogan “Islam is not a part of Germany “(Reuters, 2017).

In sum, Petry’s critique of the open-door policy 
of 2015 and 2016 received a generally positive 
welcome from the voters, and therefore the 
party was also acknowledged in state parliament 
elections (Lees, 2018: 305). With its new, anti-
immigrant conservative rhetoric, the AfD sailed 
to considerable successes in the subsequent state 
elections held in 2016 in the states of Baden-
Wurttemberg (15.1%), Rhineland- Palatinate 
(12.6%), Saxony-Anhalt (24.3%), Mecklenburg-
Anterior Pomerania (20.8%), and Berlin (14.2%). 
The sudden, large expansion of the party, and 
the election of inexperienced and insufficiently 
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vetted candidates to local assemblies also meant that the AfD was involved 
in several political scandals, especially with regard to extremist political 
views (antisemitism, holocaust denial) (Cantoni et al., 2017:6). Perhaps as a 
consequence of this further radicalization, the party’s performance in local 
elections in 2017 was less impressive; still, it gained representation in all state 
assemblies that were up for election in that year (Saarland, 6.2%, Schleswig-
Holstein, 5.9%, North Rhine-Westphalia, 7.4%)(Cantoni et al., 2017:6).

At the party conference in April 2017, Frauke Petry announced that she would 
not run as the party’s main candidate for the 2017 federal election (Huggler, 
2017). This announcement grew out of internal power struggle as the party’s 
support had fallen in polls from 15% in the summer of 2016 to 7% just before 
the conference. Björn Höcke from the far-right wing of the party and Petry 
were attempting to push each other out of the party (Huggler, 2017). 

Petry was cognizant of the correlation between the party’s radicalization and 
its loss of mass support, and tried to avoid the right-wing trap by attempting 
to moderate the party. Petry understood that AfD had to retain the support 
of the conservatives if the party had any chance of achieving national level 
success, or remaining a viable coalition partner in the Bundestag if it did 
get into the federal parliament. Petry, tried to stay on the right side of the 
eternal right-wing dilemma and by strongly denouncing the radical actions 
of leaders in her party, like Bjorn Höcke (Deutsche Welle, 2017b). 

Petry’s call to expel Höcke’s from the party was a testament to her 
commitment to moderation as in the run up to the election, but it backfired 
on her. Mass support gathered behind Höcke, and even Deputy Chairman 
Alexander Gauland and her federal co-leader Jörg Meuthen criticized Petry’s 
action as being divisive and damaging to the party (Deutsche Welle, 2017c). 
Seeing the writing on the wall, Petry stepped down as the party’s lead 
candidate for Chancellor, and cleared the path for the further radicalization 
of AfD (Deutsche Welle, 2017d). Petry, once the director of radical takeover, 
had become the conservative voice of the party and was effectively ousted 
in German radical right-wing tradition. 

At their weekend convention in Cologne on 22 April 2017 the party chose 
Alexander Gauland, a stark conservative who worked as an editor and was 
a former member of the CDU, to lead the party in the elections (Grieshaber, 
2017). Gauland supported the retention of Höcke’s party membership. Alice 
Weidel, who is perceived as more moderate and neoliberal, was elected 

2.4. Beyond 2017 Federal Elections: AfD Moving Further 
to the Right
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as his running mate. The party also approved AfD’s manifesto, which was 
adopted at the party’s congress in late April/early May 2016. As stated above 
the manifesto is harsh on immigration and Muslims and reiterates calls for 
leaving the EU’s euro currency (Grieshaber, 2017).

In the 2017 German federal elections the AfD won 
12.6% of the vote and received 94 seats; this was 
the first time it had won seats in the Bundestag  
(Bundestag, 2017). It won three constituency seats, 
which would have been enough to qualify for 
proportionally-elected seats in any event. Under 
a longstanding law intended to benefit regional 
parties, any party that wins at least three constituency 
seats qualifies for its share of proportionally-elected 
seats, regardless of vote share.

AfD’s candidates for the September 2017 
general election Alice Weidel and Alexander Gauland

Distribution of Seats in the 19th electoral term. Source (Bundestag, 2019)
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The party also showed an increase of 7.9 percentage points compared to 
the previous elections in 2013 (Göpffarth, 2018). The election of 92 AfD 
candidates into the parliament also meant a financial boost as it allowed the 
party to receive around 400 million euros of state funding over the following 
four years. This state support is in addition to the money the AfD receives 
at the subnational Länder level where the party is present in 14 out of the 
16 Länder parliaments. In the Bundestag, AfD parliamentarians alone receive 
38.3 million euros every year, money which allows them to institutionalise 
and extend their outreach to civil society (Göpffarth, 2018).

Percentage vote shares for the AfD in the Bundestag and state elections, by individual states, 
2013-2017. Source: (Lees, 2018: 302)

State

2013 Federal 
Election 

(second vote) 
in (%)

2017 Federal 
Election 

(second vote) 
in (%)

Change
(%)

State 
elections 

(%)

East Brandenburg 6.0 20.2 14.2 2014 (12.2)

Saxony 6.8 27.0 20.2 2014 (9.7)

Saxony-Anhalt 4.2 19.6 15.4 2016 (24.3)

Thuringia 6.2 22.7 16.5 2014 (10.6)

Mecklenburg-
Western Pomerania

5.6 18.6 13.0 2016 (20.8)

West
Baden-
Württemburg

5.2 12.2 7.0 2016 (15.1)

Bavaria 4.3 12.4 8.1 2018 (10.2)

Berlin 4.9 12.0 7.1 2016 (14.2)

Bremen 3.7 10.0 6.3 2015 (5.5)

Hamburg 4.2 7.8 3.6 2016 (6.1)

Hessen 5.6 11.6 6.0 2013 (4.1)

North Rhine-
Westphalia

3.9 9.4 5.5 2017 (7.4)

Lower Saxony 3.7 9.1 5.4 2017 (6.2)

Rhineland-
Palatinate

4.8 11.2 6.4 2016 (12.6)

Saarland 5.2 10.1 4.9 2017 (6.2)

Schleswig-Holstein 4.6 8.2 3.6 2017 (5.9)

All 4.7 12.6 7.9
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The success of the party was only overshadowed by the decision of its former 
leader Frauke Petry to leave the party on the morning after the elections 
to found her new, more moderate movement “Die Blaue Partei” (The Blue 
Party) (Göpffarth, 2018). Petry’s move failed to bring about a split in the AfD, 
as many had hoped, and her new party met with little success. Only one 
further member decided to leave the AfD, while the performance of “Die 
Blaue Partei” has fallen short of expectations (Göpffarth, 2018). Among the 
more notable recent departures was Anette Schultner, chair of the Christians 
in the AfD group, which had sought to square the party’s anti-immigrant 
stance with Christian principles (Deutsche Welle, 2017e). Schultner quit 
after she found out that a member of her bloc had donated money to the 
neo-Nazi National Democratic Party and her colleagues sought to play the 
contribution down. “The AfD is beyond the point of no return,” Schultner 
told the Tagesspiegel newspaper.

Central to many members’ concerns has been the growing power of Björn 
Höcke, the ex-teacher who leads the AfD’s Thuringia branch, and who made 
headlines earlier by calling for a “180-degree reversal” of Germany’s “politics 
of remembrance” surrounding the Holocaust and saying Africans have 
biologically different reproductive habits from Europeans (Deutsche Welle, 
2017e). Höcke has survived several attempts to throw him out of the AfD.

Those who hoped the party’s rhetoric would be tamed by its success were 
proven wrong when the AfD’s convention in Hanover in December 2017, 
elected Alexander Gauland and Jörg Meuthen as co-chairs (Deutche Welle, 
2017f ). What was perhaps most significant about the election of Gauland 
and Meuthen was the signal that the völkisch nationalist wing of the AfD 
will set the party’s course in the Bundestag. Both men have supported the 
ethno-nationalist goals of the party over members who seek to return to its 
financially conservative, euroskeptic roots. Meuthen and Gauland have both 
protected and defended the AfD’s most controversial figure, Björn Höcke, 
who has made outrageous statements about Berlin’s Holocaust memorial 
and created numerous other small scandals. “Björn Höcke belongs to our 
party,” Meuthen told DW, adding: “That doesn’t mean I agree with every 
position he has”. Indeed, as successive candidates for the lower rungs of 
leadership were called to speak, each in turn voiced unequivocal support 
for Höcke.
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At the EP elections held on 26 May 2019, the AfD won 11% of the vote 
in Germany. Although the party finished in fourth place nationally, the 
European elections have indicated an increase in support for the AfD in 
Germany’s eastern states, where state elections will be held in autumn. 
The AfD became the strongest political force in both Brandenburg, which 
has been governed by the SPD since 1990, and in Saxony, where the party 
obtained 25.3% of the vote and finished ahead of the ruling CDU (23%) 
(Frymark, 2019a). In Thuringia, where the SPD is in power, the AfD garnered 
22.5%, losing marginally to the CDU (24.7%) (Frymark, 2019a). On 26 May, 
together with the elections to the EP, elections were also held to the regional 
parliament in Bremen, the smallest German state, where the AfD got 6.3% 
(up 0.8 pp) slightly strengthening its position (Frymark, 2019b).

The election results do suggest that the AfD has a secure future in German 
politics. As of today, AfD also seems to conform to the conceptualization 
of populist radical right parties in Europe. As this chapter demonstrated 
despite the internal divisions since its founding, the AfD has thus moved 
steadily to the right in three phases. The resignation of Bernd Lucke and 
the victory of Frauke Petry were followed by a party conference in Stuttgart 
where an anti-Islamic segment of the programme was met with cheers. Petry 
was then ousted from power by the broadly right radical wing, surrounding 
Alexander Gauland, Björn Höcke and André Poggenburg and supported by 
Jörg Meuthen. The topics which the AfD had focused on in an attempt to 
earn political capital have also been changing. At the beginning it was the 
eurozone crisis, then the migration crisis, and the most recent topic is the 
Islamic threat. The fact that the party has adopted its first manifesto more 
than a year ahead of the election to the Bundestag is a clear indication that 

Alexander Gauland and Jörg Meuthen the current co-chairs of the AfD
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the party has modified its image towards a more radical one.  The manifesto 
can also be considered as a symbolic end to the period of ideological 
disputes and personal disagreements inside the party.  As a result, what we 
are now dealing with is a radical right party transforming public discourse 
with followers who are just as radical or radicalised.
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By 2017, the AfD had a very different programmatic and strategic profile 
than what it had just a few years earlier. Whereas it had previously stressed 
its economic liberalism and its bourgeois character, it now featured anti-
immigrant, anti-Islam planks and articulated a deep disdain for the 
established parties, not just for their support of the eurozone. As of today, AfD 
seems to conform to the conceptualization of populist radical right parties. 
In this chapter, the AfD’s ideology and policies are explored on the basis of 
programmes and other public statements. Secondly this chapter  will provide 
an overview of the ideological fabric of this party, which is constituted by a 
dynamic combination of nativism, authoritarianism and populism. In other 
words this chapter analyses the nativism, authoritarianism, and populism 
of the AfD.

DISCOURSES OF RADICAL RIGHT: 
IDEOLOGY & POLICIES OF THE AfD

3

“Nativism” is defined by Mudde as “an ideology, which holds that states 
should be inhabited exclusively by members of the native group (“the 
nation”) and that nonnative elements (persons and ideas) are fundamentally 
threatening to the homogeneous nation-state” (Mudde, 2007: 22). In its  2017 
party programme, the AfD declares that it is “open towards the world, but 
want to be and remain Germans”, resolving any doubt on the party’s nativist 
perspective (Hausknecht, 2018:11). The party clearly defines Germans based 
on their Occidental Christian culture3, declaring that they tolerate other 
people, but do not see them as part of the German people. 

Germany, according to the AfD, is one of the greatest European cultural 
nations, which needs to be protected (AfD, 2017:47).  The state and the civic 
society have to defend the German cultural identity as a dominant culture. 
Consequently the protection of German culture, literature, music and art for 
future generations is one of the essential goals of the party. Same counts for 
the protection of German language, endangered by internationalization and 
various loanwords coming from different foreign languages (chapter seven: 
‘Culture, language and identity’) (qtd. in Kalabunowska, 2017: 72).

3.1. Nativism, Threats to German Culture and Language

 3 This culture is derived from three sources: firstly, the religious traditions of Christianity; secondly, 
the scientific and humanistic heritage, whose ancient roots were renewed during the period of 
Renaissance and the Age of Enlightenment; and thirdly, Roman law, upon which the constitutional 
state of Germany is founded”(AfD, 2017: 46).
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Indeed AfD’s adoration and care about the German country is striking. It 
is expressed by the need to protect each and every aspect of the German 
tradition, wealth, resources, good image and well-being of its citizens. 
Nevertheless the other side of the same coin is the directly or indirectly 
expressed hostility towards all the possible dangers of the German identity 
(Kalabunowska, 2017: 79). The most important danger to the German identity 
is everything that is strange, which comes from the outside or has not grown 
on the German foundations. To begin with, the foreign cultures brought into 
Germany by the newcomers are perceived by the party as a danger to its 
own culture (Kalabunowska, 2017: 72). The ideology of multiculturalism, 

which equates the imported cultural currents with 
indigenous culture, relativizing in this way its [own] 
values, is treated by AfD as the most important 
danger to the social peace and maintenance of the 
nation as a cultural entity  (qtd. in Kalabunowska, 
2017: 72).  It is visible in the party program in several 
chapters, especially: migration and asylum, family 
and children, culture and identity (Kalabunowska, 
2017: 71). 

First of all AfD assumes that the Federal Republic 
due to its geographical location, history and already 
dense population is not an ideal place for foreigners 

and shall not be seen as an immigration country (qtd. in Kalabunowska, 
2017: 72). The decision to welcome refugees in such a great amount does not 
correspond with its potential but also with the preparation of institutions 
and administration (chapter nine: “Immigration, Integration and Asylum”). 
Therefore their first appeal would be to reduce the amount of foreigners 
already living in Germany but also to change the rules regarding acceptance 
of future requests for stay in the country (qtd. in Kalabunowska, 2017: 72). 

In this light AfD’s 2017 party program calls for 
immediate border control measures to be put in 
place, and that a clear delineation between asylum 
and irregular immigration be made in every case. In 
Chapter 9 the AfD emphasizes the need for a change 
in underlying assumptions in asylum immigration 
and argues that it is necessary to make a distinction 
between political refugees and people fleeing from 
the war on the one hand, and irregular migrants 
on the other (AfD, 2017: 49).  The AfD is willing to 
grant shelter in Germany to the true refugees that 
are escaping from the war in the country of origin, 
but not to the irregular migrants. However, the true 

Multiculturalism 
is treated by 
AfD as the most 
important 
danger to the 
social peace and 
maintenance of 
the nation as a 
cultural entity.

AfD insists 
on making 
a distinction 
between political 
refugees and 
people fleeing 
from war on 
one hand, 
and irregular 
migrants on the 
other.
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refugees should leave Germany as soon as the reasons for fleeing from their 
country are no longer valid. 

AfD has insisted that asylum seekers be held at 
geographically distanced locations, similar to the 
Australian model, which placed refugees in shelters 
on the non-Australian pacific islands of Nauru 
and Manus, until their applications for asylum are 
received, processed and approved (BBC, 2016). In a 
similar vein it is further emphasized in the manifesto 
the need to tackle the issue outside of the EU by 
setting up shelters and upgrading the existing shelters in countries in the 
region where migration comes from.  The AfD wants to alter the immigration 
from other EU countries to Germany therefore, calls for a comprehensive 
and thorough realignment of EU legislation to regain a national course of 
action and to put an end to widespread misuse of rights related to the Free 
Movement Directive. If this should not be effective, the party demands a 
restriction of free movement within the EU, allowing the host country to 
control the immigration of job-seekers and their family members.” (AfD, 
2017: 60).

AfD has also called for an end to irregular immigration and proposes 
an immigration system based on the Canadian Model, which locates 
adjudication on an immigrant’s skillset and willingness to integrate. The 
importance of integration is stressed in section 
9.4 which is titled “Integration is more than just 
Learning the German Language” where assimilation 
is seen as the most advanced form of integration 
which is worth striving for, yet, it cannot be 
enforced, and integration is seen as an obligation  
(AfD, 2017: 62). The manifesto also states that the 
concept of a multi-cultural society has failed and 
integration is the only way to stop the further 
advance of counter-societies and parallel societies 
in Germany (AfD, 2017: 62). AfD is in the opinion 
that the continuing influx of people with extremely poor integration 
prospects exacerbates existing problems, and is therefore irresponsible. 
AfD also believes that good prospects of integration must be made a future 
condition to permanent residence in the country and anyone who refuses 
to integrate has to be sanctioned and will finally lose his right of residence 
(AfD, 2017: 62). Lastly AfD underlines that successful integration requires 
that immigrants of all ages acquire a sufficient command of oral and written 
German, respect and endorse the country’s legal and social systems, and 
earn their own living after a reasonable period of time (AfD, 2017: 62). 

AfD has insisted 
that asylum 

seekers be held 
at geographically 

distant
locations.

Each immigrant 
has an obligation 

to integrate and 
adapt to his new 
host country, not 

the other way 
around. 
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AfD has noted that this skill-based system would not apply to immigrants 
coming from other EU member states because they would not threaten the 
western values or cultural preservation of German society. Secondly the 
party supports moderate legal immigration from non-EU countries which 

are highly-skilled immigrants that are willing to 
integrate. But this has to be based on qualitative 
criteria where there is irrefutable demand, which 
can neither be satisfied from domestic resources, 
nor by EU immigration.  This however has to be 
strictly separated from an uncontrolled influx of 
asylum seekers which do not benefit Germany’s 
economy and harm German society (AfD, 2017: 61). 

On German citizenship issue, the AfD wants to 
end the practice where children are given German 

citizenship automatically without any of their parents being German. Instead, 
they propose: “German citizenship should only be granted to immigrants 
who have come of age. This will rule out the automatic granting of German 
citizenship to children of foreign parents, as this has been a source of 
considerable abuse. Such children should only receive German citizenship 
where at least one parent is already a German citizen” (AfD, 2017: 64). AfD 

underlines that the awarding of German citizenship 
must be the final act in a successful process of 
integration, not the starting point (AfD, 2017: 64). 
According to the party program German citizenship 
has undergone a creeping loss of significance in 
recent years. There are scenarios where children are 
given German citizenship automatically, although 
neither of their parents is German. At the same 
time, restrictions on dual citizenship have been 
relaxed (AfD, 2017: 64). Again, the emphases is the 
possibility that Germany and Germanness will be 
lost in the face of increased immigration, especially 
if the system of granting citizenship remains as it is 
(Sterphone, 2018). 

It is also underlined in the party program that the ethnic-cultural changes 
in society will accelerate because of higher birth-rate amongst immigrants 
(AfD, 2017: 41). AfD is in the opinion that Germany’s negative demographic 
trend has to be counteracted and the only mid-and the longterm solution is 
to attain a higher birth rate by the native population by stimulating family 
policies.”(AfD, 2017: 40) As Sterphone argues in addition to framing women 
as the producers of new nationals, the AfD is proposing reproduction by 
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white Germans in opposition and as favourable to immigration. New 
Germans do not come from naturalization or immigration, but rather from 
birth - from descent, as pre-2000 citizenship law dictated (Sterphone, 2018). 
A poster distributed by the AfD’s national branch depicts a pregnant white 
woman smiling and lying on her back in a field, while the text reads: “New 
Germans? We make them ourselves.”

AfD’s proposed systematic tightening of 
immigration and asylum policy has been directed 
squarely at the large Muslim population that has 
flooded Germany since 2013, and aims to legally 
disenfranchise this population who AfD views as 
a cultural enemy of Germany. Therefore central 
to the AfD’s anti-immigrant message has been 
Islamophobia. Although the party suggests it is a 
supporter of the freedom of belief and the freedom 
of worship, as it is stated in the party program, at the 
same time it demands putting limits on the Islamic worshipping traditions, 
which are against the free and democratic basic order, our constitution 
and Judeo-Christian and humanistic foundation (Kalabunowska, 2017: 72).  
According to the AfD, Islam is not a facet of German culture and the rising 
number of Muslims is one of the biggest challenges the German state faces 
(Ciechanowicz, 2017).

The most heated discussion when the party program has been published 
in May 2016 arouse around the statement included in the statute that Islam 
does not belong to Germany. Such an explicit and open outrun from the 
fairly correct political language and practice in Germany is of no precedence 
in this country. AfD explains its standpoint by the following: “Its expansion 
and the ever-increasing number of Muslims in the country are viewed by 

“New Germans? We make them ourselves” & “And what is your reason to fight for Germany?”
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the AfD as a danger to our state, our society, and our values. An Islam which 
neither respects nor refrains from being in conflict with our legal system or 
that even lays claim to power as the only true religion is incompatible with 
our legal system and our culture.” (AfD, 2017: 48)

The AfD claims that there is also a trend towards radicalization amongst 
Muslims that live in Germany and this must be curbed. Respectively, specific 
postulates of the party are the following: Tolerate criticism of Islam, end 
foreign financing of mosques, no public body status for Islamic organizations 
and no full-body veiling in public spaces, rejecting the minaret the muezzin 
call abolishing theological chairs for Islam studies at German universities and 
to transfer those positions to the faculty of religious studies (AfD, 2017: 48-
49). The Qur’anic schools should be closed down and the Islamic teaching 
system should be allowed only under the condition that the teachers were 
educated on German universities, loyal to the German constitutional order 
and not influenced by Islamic religious associations (AfD 2017: 54). 

All the above political claims listed in the party program are constantly 
supported by the public statements of AfD’s members and especially its 
controversial leaders.  Much of its representatives’ rhetoric is based on two 
principle claims: the ethnic concept of Germanness is disappearing and the 
state has been invaded and corrupted by non-Germans (Jegić, 2018). The 
AfD politicians also oppose the formation of ‘parallel societies’, which refers 
to the self-organization of a minority, with the intent of reducing spatial, 
social and cultural contact with the majority society. 

For instance, Alexander Gauland is an outspoken advocate of a 
homogeneous national culture and identity. Speaking in Berlin the morning 
after the election results, he claimed that there is “an invasion of foreigners”, 
more precisely the invasion of Europe by Muslim which began with the 
influx of refugees. During the press conference, he elaborated that “One 
million people - foreigners - being brought into this country are taking away 
a piece of this country, and we as AfD don’t want that ... We say we don’t 
want to lose Germany to an invasion of foreigners from a different culture.  
In this context, Gauland has also remarked that “Islam is not a religion like 
Catholicism or Protestantism. Intellectually, Islam is always linked to the 
overthrow of the state. Therefore, the Islamization of Germany poses a 
threat”(Kaya & Tecmen, 2018: 7).

One of Alice Weidel’s statements also echoed that line.  “Muslim values are in 
direct opposition to Germany’s way of living and the freedoms that especially 
girls and women enjoy [in Germany], not only sexually, but generally in 
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shaping their lives” Weidel said. Weidel’s Twitter account is replete with 
Islamophobic statements (Jegić, 2018). The politician regularly uploads 
pictures, where her face is photoshopped between a blurry background 
and Islamophobic demands formulated in simplistic language. Recent 
examples include: “Immediate deportation of criminal immigrants,” and “In 
reality asylum seekers are not victims - we are.” Another tweet proclaimed, 
“Syrians and Afghans are killing because of their culture - this stone-age-
culture does not belong to Germany,” with a photoshopped image of a 
bleeding hand holding a knife embedded in the background. (Jegić, 2018)

More to the point, Albrecht Glaser, a member of the AfD’s leadership circle, 
stated that “Islam is a construction that does not know religious freedom 
and does not respect it, and where it reigns, stifles every kind of freedom of 
religion. One who treats the constitution in such a way forfeits their rights 
under the constitution” (Lüdert, 2018). 

Shortly after AfD adopted its anti-Muslim manifesto in May 2016, the 
World Champion German soccer team lost to Slovakia as it prepared to 
enter into the Euro 2016 tournament. Not missing an opportunity to push 
the socio-political boundaries further right, AfD co-founder and Deputy 
Chair Alexander Gauland, sparked public outrage when he commented 
that concerning Jerome Boateng, one of the country’s star Muslim players, 
“People find him a fine footballer, but they don’t want him to be their 
neighbor” (Deutche Welle, 2016a). In April, Gauland also brought up pork, 
which is forbidden in Islam and Judaism (Deutsche Welle, 2016b). Gauland 
said: “It cannot be that we have to play along with the rules of a religion 
completely foreign to us and that  our school lunches no longer contain pork 
only because it is better for some of the students”. Pork is not universally 
forbidden in German school lunches, though some districts have opted 
not to serve it, to serve less of it or to offer alternatives to pig-based meat 
products.

Turkophobic statements are also central to the 
AfD politicians’ opposition to the formation of 
parallel societies. According to statistics, some 4.5 
million Muslims reside in Germany (Lüdert, 2018). 
Given Germany’s population of 82.2 million, this 
means that approximately 5.5% of its people have 
a religious background in Islam. A vast majority of 
the Muslim community in Germany are of Turkish 
origin and descent, first arriving as so-called guest workers (Gastarbeiter) in 
the 1960s (Lüdert, 2018). 
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On February 2018 Andre Poggenburg, head of the AfD in the state of Saxony-
Anhalt, has repeatedly hit the headlines with its anti-immigration messages 
(Sputnik, 2018). Speaking at an Ash Wednesday get-together Poggenburg 
specifically referred to the 1915 massacre of the Armenian population in 
Ottoman Turkey. “These caraway traders have the genocide of 1.5 million 
Armenians weighing them down… and they want to tell us something 
about history and homeland? They’re nuts. These camel drivers should go 
off to where they belong: far, far beyond the Bosphorus to their mud huts 
and multiple wives,” he said. Poggenburg also lambasted dual national 
German-Turkish citizens, describing them as “fatherland-less riffraff” who 
had no “homeland.” 

In a similar vein AfD co-leader Frauke Petry criticized German soccer player 
of Turkish origin Mesut Özil for refusing to sing the German national anthem 
but eagerly posted photos on social media of his journey to Mecca, noting 
that the company of women that he keep do not wear the veil (The Local, 
2016a). “It’s a pity Mesut Özil, someone so many children and adolescents 
identify with, does not sing the national anthem,” she was quoted as saying. 
She also accused him of hypocrisy after a picture on social media showed 
Özil, who hails from Germany’s Turkish community, posing at the Islamic 
holy site of Mecca. In a nod to Özil’s lifestyle, Petry said: “He doesn’t live 
according to the rules of sharia. At any rate, the women he hangs around 
with don’t wear the veil. But you might want to ask Özil if he wanted to send 
a political message.” 

Gauland was himself in the headlines in summer 2017 when he said that 
Aydan Özoguz, Germany’s commissioner for integration, who has Turkish 
parents and a German passport, should be “disposed of” in Anatolia (Daily 
Sabah, 2017). He was responding to a statement by Ms. Özoguz that “a 
specifically German culture” is difficult to identify beyond the German 
language. Alice Weidel, also claimed that Özoğuz was “completely unsuited” 
for the post of an integration officer, adding that she should go “back to 
Turkey.” German-born Aydan Özoğuz was elected deputy chairperson of 
the SPD in 2011, and has been serving as a Minister of State in the German 
Chancellery and Commissioner for Immigration, Refugees and Integration 
since 2013.

The party actively uses posters enthusiastically in incitement against 
Muslims, who are generally dehumanized and depicted as a foreign army 
of refugees that is invading Europe and intending to destroy its culture. For 
instance the Bavaria branch of the AfD opened up their election campaign 
for the state elections in fall 2018 with posters that portraying white school 
children and advocating that schools be “islamfrei” (free of Islam) (Jegić, 
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2018) . These posters spread beliefs that mass immigration threatens to 
destroy Germany. Like other the statements of party officials they show that 
nativism is the core ideology of the AfD.

Posters, published by the AfD party during its 2018 Bavarian state election campaign, first 
one states “Burkas? We are into bikinis”. Second poster displays a joyous photo of ethnically 

European children to promote ‘German core culture!’ and ‘Islam-free schools!’ 
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An earlier, set of AfD posters combined various images  “Islam” Does not fit into our cuisine” 
“Stop Islamization” and a common slogan: “Der Islam gehört nicht zu Deutschland!” 

(“Islam does not belong to/in Germany!”)

A similar gradual development towards a more radical right platform is 
the party’s positions concerning law and order issues, which are generally 
taken as proxies for the presence of authoritarianism. The early party’s 
manifestoes, in 2013 and 2014, did not explicitly include the pledge to crack 
down on transgressors. On the contrary, the 2017 programme deals with 
such theme more extensively, in an attempt to increase the saliency of law 
and order issues which tap into the authoritarian attitudes manifested by 
large shares of the electorate. Thus the third chapter, out of fourteen, of 
the 2017 manifesto is devoted to “National Security and Justice”. A decline 
in national security is denounced, and the party commits to take decisive 
action to reverse this trend (AfD 2017: 23-26). Measures such as lowering 
the age of criminal responsibility and a general speeding up of judicial 
proceedings are explicitly favoured. 

On top of that, what appears as a common theme in AfD’s policy 
commitments is the idea that internal security policies should pay more 
attention to the needs of the victims than to those of the perpetrators. 
Protection of the offenders’ rights is met with dislike, while much emphasis 
is placed on more effective means of deterrence. This is an important aspect  
of the populist radical right rhetoric: the idea that the current legal system is 
excessively concerned with rehabilitation for the offenders at the expenses 

3.2. Authoritarianism: More Safety, Less Immigration!
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of protection for the victims. “We want to help the victims - not protect the 
criminals” is a prominent example of authoritarian claim of the AfD. For the 
AfD, victims should be at the centre of the legal system. The AfD states in its 
program: “Protect victims, not offenders” (AfD: 2017: 25).

AfD is also greatly concerned with what they perceive as the high 
representation of foreigners in crime statistics (AfD, 2017: 26). The party 
goes on to explain the link between immigration and crime. “Millions 
of people from other cultural backgrounds, who don’t have the skills 
needed for integration, are enticed to come to Germany on false promises. 
Disappointed hopes of prosperity carry the risk that many will turn to crime,” 
the party writes, adding that because of a lack of border controls and mass 
immigration, “crime increases” (The Local, 2016b). The party consequently 
endorses simple procedures to repatriate offenders (AfD, 2017: 26). 
Firstly organised crime must be fought in a more 
sustained way. Measures should include a more 
effective confiscation of the proceeds of crime, and 
consequently a better use of the legal instruments of 
forfeiture and confiscation. Deportation of foreign 
nationals needs to be simplified. Where foreign 
nationals are suspected and convicted of organised 
crime, deportation must follow immediately. 

AfD indeed emphasizes in their political program themes such as zero 
tolerance against violators and more effective law enforcement, which is 
often, framed in connection with the migration issues.  For instance AfD 
calls for more police and security, especially when it comes to immigration. 
The AfD is of the opinion that the protection of Europe’s external borders 
is inadequate, and favours the establishment of a national German Border 
Police Force under the auspices of the German 
Federal Police. Secondly AfD advocates the re-
establishment of operational border crossing 
points on Germany‘s own borders.  Furthermore, 
these operational border points should be able to 
be beefed-up at short notice, depending on the 
security assessment. Modelled on the Austrian 
system, members of the German Armed Forces 
ought to be deployed to protect the “green border” 
with neighbouring countries. Wherever necessary, 
protective fences or similar barriers are to be set up (AfD, 2017: 26).

AfD wants more policemen, with better equipment and salaries, and greater 
competence (AfD, 2017: 24). The party also believes that the German police 
force is over-stretched: Austerity measures, branded as “police reforms”, have 
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resulted in a massive drain in personnel, which have led to irresponsible 
and untenable deficits. The AfD demands enhanced staffing plans and 
modernised equipment for policemen. The party also underlines that the IT 
landscape has to be harmonised on the federal and regional level and has 
to follow equal standards. Furthermore, for a better evaluation of crimes, 
the criminal statistics have to be freed of any political interference in order 
to draw an unbiased picture of reality, and should be complemented by a 
“dark field” study.

In the same vein, AfD opposes the tightening of firearms legislation, which 
according to the party would impair deterrence and make the law-abiding 
citizens more vulnerable to any kind of personal threat (AfD, 2017: 25). The 
party expresses that “the state has to live with the fact that its citizens legally 
buy and own weapons” and “a liberal and constitutional state has to trust 
its citizens”. By criminalising gun ownership offenders are not deterred, but 
victims are made more vulnerable. 

The party is also in favour of the reinstatement of compulsory military 
service for all German males between the ages of 18 and 25 years (AfD, 

2017: 31). The AfD is of the opinion that national 
defence is a joint national responsibility since 
it touches upon the core of Germany’s national 
life, and its free and democratic fundamental 
order therefore; national defence must be the 
duty of every citizen.  AfD respects exceptions for 
conscientious objectors, but considers military 
service to be the duty of all young men, irrespective 
their social background. By reinstating compulsory 
military service AfD aims: a strong identification of 
the general public with the armed forces and its 
troops, an increased awareness of a strong and self-
confident democracy, recruitment of personnel 
from all sectors of society, to enable an effective 
and highly qualified fighting force, the capability 

of a large contingent of reservists. Women shall have the opportunity to 
perform military service on a voluntary basis.

Apart from strengthening the police and making military service compulsory, 
The AfD wants to strengthen law enforcement and the judicial system in 
order to fight crime more effectively.  AfD believes that the state has to 
forcefully punish heavy crimes and, in doing so, send out an unmistakable 
warning and a message that preventative measures will be taken. Measures 
such as lowering the age of criminal responsibility and a general speeding 
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up of judicial proceedings are explicitly favoured. 
Firstly the party believes that due to increased 
brutality of juvenile delinquents and the pressing 
problems of young offenders with extensive 
criminal records, it is appropriate to fully apply the 
criminal law devised for adults to all persons from 
the age of 18 years, and to lower the age of criminal 
responsibility to 12 years. The methods of criminal 
summary proceedings as well as accelerated penal 
procedures are to be improved. The legal system 
has to be designed in such a way that judgements 
are speeded up, also by abolishing the practice of 
revoking sentences, and the dismissal of re-trials (AfD, 2017: 24).

Last but not least AfD wants the justice system free from political influence 
(AfD, 2017: 10). In particular it intends to end the influence of political 
parties on the appointments and nominations 
of judges and prosecutors, and to prevent such 
influence in the future  (AfD, 2017: 24). Secondly 
the party aims to end the current practice whereby 
public prosecutors are subject to directives from, 
and in ad hoc cases, obliged to report to the 
Minister of Justice. The party expresses that “the 
independence of the judiciary has to be expanded 
and strengthened, as is commonplace in many other 
European countries. In this manner the party supports recommendation of 
the German Association of Judges to install a selection board for judges and 
a judicial control body. In particular, the constitutional courts and the audit 
offices should be void of any political interference” (AfD, 2017: 24).

AfD wants to 
strengthen law 

enforcement 
and the judicial 

system. The 
age of criminal 

responsibility is 
to be lowered to 

12 years.

AfD wants the 
justice system 

to be free 
from political 

influence. 

As stated in the introductory chapter according to Mudde Populism is 
an ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two 
homogeneous and antagonistic groups, the pure people and the corrupt 
elite. Populist radical right politicians claim to be vox populi (the voice of the 
people) and accuse the established parties of being in cahoots with each 
other.

One of the ideological elements that united the factions of the AfD 
(neoliberal, national-conservative and völkisch) before the split was its anti-
elitism (Libcom, 2017). This was first expressed in how the AfD tapped into 

3.3. AfD’s Anti-Elite/Establishment Rhetoric
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widespread mistrust of politicians and technocratic ideology by declaring 
themselves a party of economic “experts”, who had the knowledge and 
determination to find solutions that politics was not interested in. Elitism 
is also prevalent in the political and social ideas of the party. Henkel has 
repeatedly demanded a “reform of the political decision-making system”, i.e. 
basically disenfranchising parts of the electorate through procedural means 
to prevent the left from taking power. The party name was chosen in an 
opposition to the common phrase alternativlos (lack of alternatives) coined 
by Chancellor Merkel especially in the context of the economic crisis and 
is an indicator for the anti-establishment sentiment (Hausknecht, 2018:12). 
Having been founded by a group of economy professors and economists, the 
party saw herself from the beginning on as a new alternative to the altparteien 
(old parties) and the leaders use the term berufspolitiker (professional 
politician) to denounce the established politicians (Hausknecht, 2018:12). 

Under Lucke’s leadership, AfD’s populism fostered an image of conflict 
and contestation between the German people and a specifically European 
or transnational elite (Sterphone, 2018). This elite supported the Euro, 
promoted using German money to fix financial crises in the Mediterranean, 
and gave up German autonomy and sovereignty to the EU. It was selling out 
the German people and German interests for its own profit. This distinction 
between an elite that was not oriented towards German interests and an elite 
that represented those interests was essential, given that most of the AfD’s 
founding members had advanced degrees and often were longstanding 
members of the economic and political elite. Like the US populists, theirs was 
not a purely class-based conception of “the people” and “the elite,” but also 
a national one. Thus, the economically based Euroskepticism at the heart 
of early AfD party programs was more than just an expression of distrust in 
economic or fiscal policy, but also a set of pro-national, anti-global appeals 
(Sterphone, 2018).

After 2015, the AfD has followed more openly an anti-establishment strategy. 
The populist component in the AfD’s programme was evaluated in a study 
by Nicole Berbuir, Marcel Lewandowsky and Jasmin Siri (2015) through an 
analysis of several of the party’s official statements and manifestos. AfD 
indeed can be characterized as populist in that its senior members have 
frequently launched a sharp critique towards the party system as a whole. In 
their political discourse, they have deliberately pitted the everyday, honest 
people against the political elite, which are instead malicious and divorced 
from reality (Berbuir, Lewandowsky, & Siri, 2015). Common is the observation 
that the standard mechanism of government and opposition is not working 
any more, as the established parties do not really strive to represent their 
voters, whereas they are only interested in keeping their power positions 
(Berbuir et al. 2015: 164). 
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Especially Chancellor Angela Merkel’s CDU is vehemently criticized by the 
AfD. It can be observed in many statements of party officials that Chancellor 
Angela Merkel is seen as a stereotypical member 
of the elite and is held accountable for everything 
that goes wrong in Germany  (Brandt, 2017) More 
women getting raped in Germany? Merkel’s fault. 
People are more scared of terrorism today than ten 
years ago? Merkel’s fault. By doing this, the party 
leadership make a very sharp distinction between 
“the people” and “the elite”, in which the people are 
portrayed as victims of the elite.

AfD has been responding to and mainly countering 
Angela Merkel’s stance on migration. For instance 
AfD effectively used the European Migrant Crisis 
to influence the political narrative in Germany by 
exploiting violent events like Berlin Christmas market attack in December 
2016 (Schwartz, 2016). Within a year of Merkel’s announcement that 
Germany would welcome an unlimited number of refugees, nearly 1 million 
people took her up on the offer, entering Germany without background 
checks, and being met with generous social benefits. One of them was 
the alleged perpetrator of the Berlin attack, who first fled Tunisia for Italy, 
where he was imprisoned for four years, before arriving in Germany. On 19 
December 2016, Anis Amri deliberately drove a truck into the Christmas 
market next to the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church at Breitscheidplatz in 
Berlin, leaving 12 people dead and 56 others injured. 

AfD vigorously used this tragedy to attack Chancellor Merkel’s welcoming of 
refugees, accusing her of placing a higher value on political correctness of 
internationalism than on the physical security of Germany. The party leaders 
issued statements immediately following the attack criticizing Merkel 
(Schwartz, 2016). “When will the German rule of law strike back? When will 
this cursed hypocrisy end? These are Merkel’s dead!” tweeted AfD politician 
Marcus Pretzell, a member of parliament and the domestic partner of AfD 
chairwoman Frauke Petry.

AfD’s anti elite rhetoric is also reiterated in the official party programme, 
where it is argued that the most serious problems of the country are to be 
ascribed to a “political class of career politicians whose foremost interest is 
to retain their own power base, status and material well-being” (AfD 2017: 
7). The party hence presents itself as the only cure for a rotten system, 
where the will of the people is constantly neglected. AfD thus elevates itself 
as the true defender of democracy and the only actor willing and able to 
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address the needs of the citizens. In its party program, the AfD states that it 
cannot remain inactive facing the increasing “breach of law and order, the 
destruction of the constitutional state and the irresponsible political action 
against economic rationality” (AfD, 2017: 6). The perceived antagonism 
between the people and the elite becomes clear when the party states 

that “we are free citizens of our country. We are 
convinced democrats” (AfD, 2017: 6) in contrast 
to the political class. To counteract the irrational 
political behaviour, the AfD wants to limit the power 
of the established parties, decrease party financing 
and limit the period of office for politicians (AfD, 
2017: 11). 

Like other right-wing populist parties, the AfD also 
regularly complains about the media - either as 
being ignored or as being treated unfairly  (Hope 
not Hate, 2017). Leading AfD representatives still 
contribute to the idea that the majority of media 
are systematically misleading the population, e.g. 
by not covering “the real threat” coming from Islam 

or from “sexually aggressive migrants”. For instance while not repeating 
the term “lying press” (lügenpresse) - so popular amongst right-wingers in 
Germany in the mid-2010s - Frauke Petry has tried assiduously to popularise 
the term “pinocchio media”.

Furthermore, another possible trace of the party’s populism can be found 
in its commitment to boost popular participation in the decision-making 
process by introducing binding referenda to both propose draft legislation 

and vote on bills passed by the Bundestag (AfD 
2017: 8). The theoretical groundwork for these 
proposals is the idea that political outcomes should 
mirror the common will of the people (Mudde, 
2004). This view is also reflected by the party’s 
“fundamental conviction that the German people 
themselves, wherever possible, should be able to 
determine the run of political events” (AfD 2017: 
9). In order to decrease the influence of political 

parties, AfD wants to have the Federal President elected directly by the 
German people  (AfD, 2017: 12). 

In sum the party calls for a more direct democracy, in which “the Germans” 
get their voice back. In this classic populist rhetoric we see that the AfD - just 
like Forum voor Democratie in the Netherlands, Front National in France and 
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Vlaams Belang in Flanders - frames its discourse as 
the voice of the people, and does this by pleading 
for direct democracy for instance. The refusal of 
other parties to engage with that proposition is 
then framed as the elites being scared of the voice 
of the people (Brandt, 2017).
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German people.

The AfD was from the beginning skeptical towards the EU.  From its 
inception, the AfD framed itself foremost as a Euroskeptic protest party that 
provided an alternative to the mainstream parties, which it argued all had 
the same pro-Europe policies. As stated above under Lucke’s leadership, 
AfD’s populism fostered an image of conflict and contestation between the 
German people and a specifically European or transnational elite. This elite 
supported the Euro, promoted using German money to fix financial crises in 
the Mediterranean, and gave up German autonomy and sovereignty to the 
EU. It was selling out the German people and German interests for its own 
profit (Sterphone, 2018). 

Although anti-immigrant/nativist themes have 
been prioritized since 2016 AfD has not abandoned 
its positions in regards the EU. Since Petry’s ascent 
to party leadership in 2015, the AfD has drifted 
towards a more critical Eurosceptic position. In 
their materials for the September 2016 Berlin 
state election, AfD Berlin politicians continued to 
emphasize the Euro crisis’s hit on democracy. All 
branches of the AfD, whether state or federal, spoke 
in their party platforms of the need to rid Germany 
of the Euro and to oppose centralization in Brussels 
(Sterphone, 2018).

The party’s 2017 manifesto devotes considerable attention to the crisis in the 
EU and in the Eurozone, which inspired the creation of the AfD (Ciechanowicz, 
2017). The party proposes that the EU should return competences to 
individual states and claims that EU institutions (such as the EU Council, the 
European Commission and the EP) have too much ability to influence the 
policy of specific states despite the lack of sufficient democratic legitimacy 

3.4. AfD’s Party Positioning on European Integration 
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(Ciechanowicz, 2017). With the Maastricht Treaty in 1992, AfD believes that 
the EU has taken a step to become an intrusive supranational body. In the 
words of the AfD, “with the Maastricht Treaty of 1992, and especially its 
amendment in Lisbon in 2007, the political elites 
have taken steps to permanently transform the 
EU into a centralised state” (AfD, 2017: 16). The 
party calls for “the strict retention of the principle 
of subsidiarity and the restoration of powers to the 
nation states” (AfD, 2017: 16). 

It can be argued at the outset that AfD is against 
the idea of the EU as a centralised federal state. 
The party prefers a “Europe of Nation States” (AfD, 
2017: 16). It wants to reclaim national sovereignty, specifically to control 
immigration and repatriate powers from the EU  (AfD, 2017: 15). In a similar 
vein AfD rejects a formal, common EU Foreign and Security Policy, as well as 
a common European Foreign Service (AfD, 2017: 17). The party also rejects 
the idea of a combined European military force. Instead of this, the party 
advocates well-equipped and trained German Armed Forces as the “pillar of 
German sovereignty”  (AfD, 2017: 30).

Furthermore, AfD calls for the orderly termination of the Euro experiment 
and advocates Germany’s withdrawal from the monetary union (AfD, 
2017: 18).  The party believes that the common Euro is a fundamental 
misconstruction and the monetary union has developed into a debt union.  
The AfD asserts that the rescue policies of the EU, the European Central 
Bank, and the European Stability Mechanism violate sovereignty rights. In 

addition, the party underlines these policies are in 
breach of political and contractual promises made 
to voters that Germany would never be liable for 
the debts of other countries (AfD, 2017: 18).

Certainly, Euroskepticism remains an important 
part of AfD’s policy positions. However, a closer look 
at the party’s critique against the EU shows  that the 
AfD is not against the EU per se as it was against the 

Euro but is looking for changes within the EU, and opposing the increasing 
power of the Union . Hence, the AfD can be classified as a Eurosceptic party 
which currently does not look for the withdrawal of Germany from the EU 
but instead seeks a fundamental reform of the EU itself. If the fundamental 
reform does not take place within the EU based on “consisting of sovereign 
nation states”, then the party will pursue the exit of the country from the EU, 
followed by the founding of a new European economic union (AfD, 2017: 
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15). According to the AfD, should the Bundestag fail 
to vote in favour of this exit, the party will propose 
a referendum regarding this issue (which would 
require changes to Germany’s constitution since it 
does not provide for a referendum being organised 
at the federal level) (Ciechanowicz, 2017).

Like many populist radical right parties in Western 
Europe (Mudde, 2007: 184) the AfD also opposes 
globalization, in particular political globalization 
because it is linked to a unipolar world system 
under American dominance. In the section of 
its manifesto devoted to foreign and security policy the AfD proposes 
reconstructing a strong and independent position for Germany in the 
international arena (AfD, 2017: 28-29). This is to be achieved, for example, 
by obtaining permanent membership of the UN Security Council, checking 
each time whether Germany’s involvement in specific NATO activities is in 
line with Germany’s interests. Unlike the Left Party, AfD does not advocate 
Germany’s withdrawal from NATO however only on 
the condition that NATO constitutes a defensive 
alliance  (Ciechanowicz, 2017). The AfD supports 
a restoration of the military capabilities of the 
German Armed Forces to strengthen its national 
defence and the European component of NATO. It 
calls for the withdrawal of all Allied troops stationed 
on German soil, and in particular of their nuclear 
weapons (AfD, 2017: 30).

The manifesto also emphasises the importance of 
relations with Russia and underlines that European 
security cannot be attained without Russia’s 
involvement (AfD, 2017:30). Previous statements by 
AfD politicians suggest that they see the USA, not 
Russia, as the biggest threat to global peace. Hence 
there are regular appeals for lifting the sanctions 
against Russia, recognising it as a partner in the fight against terrorism, 
expressing understanding for the Kremlin’s point of view and criticism of the 
‘deterrence strategy’ which NATO uses towards Russia. The AfD emphasises 
that it was the USA’s policy that destabilised the Middle East, which in turn 
triggered the influx of immigrants to Germany. Strengthening ties with 
Russia is also seen as a precondition for Germany to be able to represent its 
own interests in the international arena instead of Washington’s interests 
(Ciechanowicz, 2017). At the same time, the AfD, with its critical stance toward 
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the EU and NATO, also appears to be a natural partner for Russia. From the 
Kremlin’s point of view, European right-wing parties can also help Moscow 
to expand its geopolitical influence (Klapsis, 2015: 11). Even if Putin does not 
manage to see parties with pro-Russian leanings forming governments, he 
can still hope that their growing influence will exert considerable pressure 
on EU governments, especially as far as relations with Russia are concerned.

Leading party officials are pursuing a clearly pro-Russian path and are 
trying to establish tight relations with people in President Vladimir Putin’s 
circle (Amann & Lakshin, 2016).  Leading AfD politicians like deputy head 
Alexander Gauland have pursued a pro-Russian course since the party’s 
founding. They have accepted invitations to conferences featuring Putin’s 
confidants and those who influence his ideology and they have forged 
alliances with Eastern European nationalists loyal to the Kremlin as well 
as with traditionally Russia-friendly right-wing populist parties in Western 
Europe like France’s Front National and the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ).

Gauland himself traveled to Russia at the end of 2015 on a trip paid for by 
the St. Basil the Great Charitable Foundation, which is financially backed by 
a Putin-loyal oligarch (Amann & Lakshin, 2016). In St. Petersburg, Gauland 
met with members of the Duma, a personal advisor to Putin and Alexander 
Dugin, a neo-fascist, anti-Western ideologist whose ideas are taken seriously 
by the Kremlin. Gauland says Dugin is a pleasant conversation partner.

In February 2017, Petry travelled to Russia and met with high-level Russian 
politicians, including Putin’s Chief of Staff Vyacheslav Volodin (Deutsche 
Welle, 2017g). A statement released about the meeting by the Duma said, 
“During the meeting they discussed issues of cooperation between regional 
parliaments, inter-party cooperation, as well as the development of contacts 
for youth organizations.” 

The right-wing populists are undeterred by the Kremlin’s anti-liberal, anti-
American and homophobic ideology. On the contrary: For large parts of the 
AfD party base, those factors appear to make Russia an attractive partner 
(Ciechanowicz, 2017). That is especially true of the Young Alternative (JA), 
AfD’s youth arm, which isn’t shy when it comes to embracing pro-Russian 
circles (Amann & Lakshin, 2016). The leader of AfD’s youth organization has 
been in contact with Russian officials since at least 2014 when it invited 
senior members of the Russian embassy to a youth meeting, after which the 
JA published a newsletter stating that the meeting produced and agreement 
that the “disastrous escalation of the situation in Ukraine clearly lies with the 
scarcely forward-looking and extremely uneven EU foreign policy.” In April 
2016, JA’s head Markus Frohnmaier met with Robert Schlegel, a member of 
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the Duma and a leading official with Putin’s United Russia party, to discuss 
a partnership with Russia ruling party’s youth organization—the Young 
Guard. According to Der Spiegel’s reporter Pavel Lokshin, “The 150,000 
member strong Russian Young Guard is best known for its anti-Western and 
homophobic propaganda”.
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This study examined the AfD’s origins, evolution, and political ideology. The 
study began with a detailed look at the AfD’s programmatic evolution since 
its inception, highlighting the party’s leadership and political platform. Next, 
it examined the sociopolitical conditions that contributed to the AfD’s rise, 
and how the AfD leveraged those conditions to achieve electoral successes. 
As the past chapters aimed to display AfD was founded in 2013 by a group 
including conservative and liberal economist, journalists and businessmen 
who were against the bailout measures to tackle the Eurozone debt crisis. 
In its first federal election of 2013, the party nearly surpassed the 5 percent 
threshold to obtain representation in the Bundestag. However after securing 
representation in 14 of the 16 German state parliaments by October 2017, 
the AfD became the third-largest party in Germany after the 2017 federal 
election, claiming 94 seats in the Bundestag, a major breakthrough for the 
party as it was the first time the AfD had won any seats in the Bundestag.

As this study demonstrated a constant aspect 
of AfD has been the presence of acute internal 
divisions, especially between the more business-
oriented exponents and those more focused on 
identity politics and an anti-immigration platform. 
Also due to this ideological heterogeneity, it was 
initially difficult to fit this party under the populist 
radical right category. While the primary feature of 
the early AfD’s ideology was soft Euroscepticism 
and opposition to further delegation of federal 

powers to the EU without prior referendum, the party soon started to 
expand its policy platform and mention new objectives such as protecting 
the German national identity from foreign influences, adopting a tougher 
immigration policy, setting up a more effective judicial system and a “zero 
tolerance” approach in combating crime, and upholding traditional family 
values. In light of this, the AfD started as a single-issue party focused on 
(soft) Euroscepticism, to later broaden its policy agenda in order to attract 
new segments of voters. As of today, AfD seems to conform with the 
conceptualization of populist radical right parties which combines nativism, 
authoritarianism, and populism.

AfD is a unique case in many respects. Not least, it is historically hard for 
the far right parties to win elections in Germany due to the historical 
legacy of Nazism and the joint efforts of Federal Constitutional Court 
(Bundesverfassungsgericht, BVerfG) and cross-party consensus in the country. 

THE FUTURE TRAJECTORY OF THE AfD4
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However, the electoral success of the AfD shows that Germany is not immune 
to far right parties. In a key EU member state such as Germany, where the 
radical right parties seem to have been unable to gain a substantial success, 
the rise of the AfD brings forward also the question: What does the rise of 
the AfD mean for the future of Germany? 

No doubt the greatest political challenge to liberal 
democracy within Germany today is the AfD, the 
first far-right party in the country’s post-war history 
to be represented in all states and in the federal 
legislature. Yet 2019 will be a historic test year for 
the staying power of the AfD—and for the resilience 
of its opponents.

The more immediate and pressing challenge lies in 
a series of major elections scheduled throughout 
2019 in three large eastern states: Brandenburg, Saxony (September 1), 
and Thuringia (October 27) (Stelzenmüller, 2019: 6).  In all three, the AfD  
made a huge leap in the 2017 federal elections, becoming the strongest 
party by a hair’s breadth in Saxony (27.0 percent as opposed to the CDU’s 
26.9 percent), and the second-strongest in the two others (Stelzenmüller, 
2019: 6). In September 2018, the AfD became the most popular party in East 
Germany. According to polls, the AfD would reach 27% there if elections 
took place now. The CDU stands at a historically low 23% in the East. In West 
Germany, the AfD would get 14% (Jegić, 2018). A 
January 2019 Allensbach poll also exposed the 
sharp political divides between western and eastern 
Germany, with respondents in the latter expressing 
skepticism toward democracy, below-average 
trust in the institutions of the state, and a “sense of 
alienation in their own house.” (Stelzenmüller, 2019: 
6) Therefore, the elections in three eastern German 
states in the fall will be an important test for the 
party’s reach and strength.

However, the strength and future trajectory of AfD 
should not only be measured directly by counting 
how many potential supporters it has, or whether it 
wins elections. This is because AfD like many other 
populist radical right challengers in Western Europe  is also having  powerful 
indirect effects by pushing Germany’s political system and the mainstream 
further to the right, especially as they seek to build support.
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The theoretical groundwork for this proposal comes from scholars diverse 
as Wagner and Meyer (2017), Eatwell and Goodwin (2018) who studies how 
the rise of radical right will have an impact on political debates in Europe. 
They expect one of two things to happen. On the one hand, the quest for 
success might lead radical right parties to moderate over time, becoming 
more like the mainstream. This idea fits with the argument that we do not 
really need to worry about radical right because they will be “tamed” by 
liberal democracy and/or splits will emerge over issues such as whether to 
co-operate with the mainstream. On the other hand, radical right parties 
might stay true to their principles, while also dragging the entire political 
system over to the right.

After studying changes in the ideological make-up of European party 
systems over the past 30 years, they found little evidence that the radical right 
has become more moderate. In contrast, mainstream parties have become 
more like the radical right both in terms of policy positions and in terms 
of issue salience; over time, the mainstream has shifted towards the right 

and increasingly addressed liberal-authoritarian 
issues in their party programmes, such as adopting 
a tougher stance on law and order and clamping 
down on immigration (Wagner & Meyer, 2017: 98).

There is also strong evidence that the mainstream 
in Germany has absorbed the radical right agenda 
and this has been a common tactic for some time. 
Although the AfD has oftentimes been identified as 
a threat to democracy, it is also understood as a rival 
in the fight for votes . An initial pattern was evident 

in the summer of 2015 as the CDU/CSU and the SPD took a very tough, 
united stance on Greece, and support for the AfD dropped to 4%. In mid-
2015, it became known that German Finance Minister Wolfang Schäuble 
(CDU) was taking a harder line on eurozone issues, suggesting that Greece 
should either meet German demands or quit the common currency. Not 
to forget AfD emerged in 2013, focusing on the eurozone debt crisis and 
Germany’s EU budget contributions, and polled well during the peak of the 
negotiations over the eurozone crisis in 2014 and into early 2015. (Lochocki, 
2016).

The three large parties (CDU, CSU, and SPD) have already shown that 
they can swiftly forge a conservative compromise, as they did after the 
2015/2016 Cologne attacks on New Years’ Eve, when criminals with migrant 
backgrounds sexually harassed and assaulted hundreds of women. Within 
days of the attacks, the Social Democrat justice minister, Heiko Maas, 

There is strong 
evidence that 
the mainstream 
in Germany has 
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radical right 
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reached an agreement with the Christian Democrat interior affairs minister, 
Thomas de Maizière. They called for tightening of integration legislation, 
a large increase in police capabilities, and swifter deportation of asylum 
applicants who have committed serious crimes. These policy proposals are 
the reason that the AfD only saw a small boost from the Cologne attacks, and 
has plateaued since January 2016. The integration law from the summer of 
2016, which defined demands and opportunities for migrants and refugees, 
was also designed to address conservative voters’ concerns. (Lochocki, 2016)
Streams within the CDU and its Bavarian partner, the CSU, have also tried to 
attract voters from the far-right by mimicking the AfD’s xenophobic appeals. 
And indeed, parts of the AfD’s conservative ideology overlap with those of 
the more right streams within these parties. This ideological proximity of the 
CDU/CSU to the AfD might explain why the borders between these parties 
are not always clearly delineated (Jegić, 2018). 

Islamophobia, meanwhile, is present across the 
political spectrum. CDU politician and Minister 
President of Saxony Stanislaw Tillich has shown 
concern over Islam and “the culture it conveys,” and 
warned of criminal Muslims. When Merkel stated 
that Islam had a place in Germany, he was quick 
to state that Islam did not belong to Saxony. He 
then asked Muslim representatives to collectively 
condemn terrorism, claiming that Muslim organizations could take people’s 
fear away if only they just distanced themselves from violent extremist 
groups. Curiously, there had been no incidents described as terrorist attacks 
committed by Muslims in Saxony, and the Muslim population in Saxony was 
negligible (Jegić, 2018). 

Some elected officials of the CDU have even suggested cooperating with 
the AfD, violating the CDU’s official line (Jegić, 2018). Klaus-Peter Willich, a 
CDU member of the federal parliament, reacted to the AfD’s first successes 
in 2014 by elaborating on possible strategic partnerships and government 
coalitions, as he saw great intersections between his party and the AfD. In 
2016, Hermann Winkler of Saxony’s CDU, suggested the party open itself up 
for possible coalitions with the AfD. Bettina Kudla, who represented Saxony’s 
largest city Leipzig in the federal parliament in Berlin, made headlines in 
2016, when she used the Third Reich term “Umvolkung” in a racist tweet 
(Jegić, 2018). 

Veronika Bellmann, a CDU member of parliament from Saxony, told the 
right-wing paper “Junge Freiheit” that Muslims had no place in Germany’s 
governing party. She feared that they might become religious. Bellmann 
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refused to apologize after she was criticized by other CDU officials. In 2016, 
Bellmann had urged the CDU not to exclude a possible cooperation with the 
AfD (Jegić, 2018). 

The events in Chemnitz provided yet another unsettling example for 
established parties reaching out to voters of the AfD by downplaying the 
extremist threat. As it can be remembered on 26 August 2018 protests took 
place in Chemnitz, in the German state of Saxony. In the early morning of 
26 August, after a festival celebrating the city’s founding, a fight broke out 
resulting in the death of a Cuban-German man and serious injuries to two 
other people. Two Kurdish immigrants, one Iraqi, and one Syrian were named 
as suspects. The incident reignited the tensions surrounding immigration to 
Germany, which had been ongoing since 2015, and the European migrant 
crisis. In response, mass protests against immigration were ignited by 
groups of German civilians. The protests spawned riots and were followed 
by counter-demonstrations.

Following the events, Horst Seehofer leader of the CSU and currently Federal 
Interior Minister, voiced understanding for the protesters, echoing the far-
right logic that the presence of foreigners was to blame. “Migration is the 
mother of all problems,”Seehofer claimed. Leading members of the federal 
party FDP also reacted to Chemnitz by blaming Merkel’s pro-refugee policy 
(Jegić, 2018). 

If these statements illustrate anything, it is that the far-right has gained a 
shocking degree of access to the mainstream.  AfD’s historic rise has been 
and will be a political wake-up call for the ruling mainstream parties, one 
that will force them to shift aspects of their political platform to recapture the 
right-leaning voters who became disenfranchised by the ruling coalition’s 
stubborn commitment to internationalism, and perceived ineffectiveness in 
ensuring the safety and security of Germans. If the mainstream parties fail 
to shift the aspects of their political platform AfD will gain more legitimacy, 
which will continually leverage to shape the political narrative in Germany 
and attract Germans who have been marginalized by globalization. Given 
current global political dynamics and security threats, AfD could remain a 
significant political option for many fearful Germans for years to come.
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