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The German State and The New Right.
An Account of a Contentious Issue in The German Political Public

Alman Devleti ve Yeni Sag.
Alman Siyasal Alaminda Tartismali Bir Konunun Incelenmesi

Markus J. T. SCHRIJER *

Abstract: This article examines the relation between state institutions and new right-wing movements in
Germany. Using a narrative theory approach, it discusses the public communication of the state (Ministry
of Defence, Ministry of the Interior and Verfassungsschutz) concerning the rise of the New Right (AfD,
Identitarian Movement, Reichsbiirger) in front of and via the press, primarily at the Federal Press
Conference. The ambivalent positioning of the state institutions towards these challenging voices is
shown: on the one hand there seems a leaning towards and, partly, shared views, and, on the other, there
is sharp differentiation and even their expressed exclusion from society as a whole. The public record
presented in this article reinforces the argument that the state’s position towards those movements
encourages and indirectly validates the New Right positions.

Keywords: Federal Republic of Germany; New Right; Federal Press Conference; Populism;
Representation of the People

Oz: Calisma, Almanya’daki yeni sag hareketler ile devlet kurumlar1 arasindaki iliskiyi incelemektedir.
Calismada, anlati kurami yaklagimi kullanilarak, yeni sag (AfD, Kimlik¢i Hareketi, imparatorluk
Vatandaslar1) ile devlet (Savunma Bakanhgi, I¢ Isleri Bakanligi ve Federal Istihbarat Teskilatr)
arasindaki, yeni sagin yiikselisi lizerine, basin ve yayin organlar1 dniinde ve onlar araciligiyla -6zellikle de
Federal Basin Birligi- gergeklesen halkla iletisim incelenmistir. Calisma, devlete meydan okuyan bu
hareketlere kars1 devletin geliskili tutumunu ortaya koymay1 amaglamaktadir. Devlet, kimi zaman bu agir1
sag hareketleri destekleyici nitelikte faaliyetler ve agiklamalarda bulunmakta; kimi zaman ise asir1 sag
hareketlere keskin bir bi¢cimde karst durmakta, hatta onlarin toplumun bir pargast olmadigin
belirtmektedir. Bu ¢alismada sunulan kamusal kayitlar, devletin tutumunun, yeni asir1 sag hareketleri
cesaretlendirdigi ve dolayli olarak Yeni Sag’in tutumunu gegerli kildig1 savin1 desteklemektedir.

Anahtar sézciikler: Federal Almanya Cumhuriyeti; Yeni Sag; Federal Basin Konferansi; Popiilizm,
Kalkin Temsili

I. The New Right and Narratives from the Federal Press Conference

A development that has received outstanding attention in the German public over the past 10
years is the rise of new right-wing movements, especially the success of the Alternative fiir
Deutschland party (hereinafter AfD — literally translates to ‘Alternative for Germany’) in both
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local and nationwide elections, but also that of other movements such as the Reichsbiirger
(literally translates to ‘Citizens of the Empire’) and the Identitire Bewegung Deutschland
(hereinafter IBD — literally translates to 'ldentitarian Movement of Germany'. All German
sources have been translated into English by the author). The term, right-wing extremism, is
understood here as an ideology that is “governed by the idea that belonging to a specific ethnic
group, nation, or race determines a human being’s value”; and, accordingly the
Volksgemeinschaft (people’s community), instead of a general concept of human dignity, is
seen as the basic foundation of a state and its politics (Bundesamt fiir Verfassungsschutz 2020).
Right-wing populism is understood slightly different, as the claim to exclusively represent the
(»real«) people (Miiller 2016). After several years in which the challenged established political
apparatus sharply distinguished itself from the challenging new voices, the question arises as to
if these new right-wing movements thrive, not despite those sharp differentiations but rather due
to them.

Naturally, studies on new right-wing movements focus on their leaders, programmes,
supporters, strategies and so forth. For a comprehensive study in that regard, and considering
Germany, see Weill 2017. Furthermore, there is a tendency to define transnational features that
would globally connect right-wing populist and extremist movements. But also reports like the
one of Hedayah and SETA on the rise of Violent Radicalisation and Far-Right Extremism in
Europe, which sets out to identify common features, acknowledge “that the localised context is
important when determining a potential profile” (Kallis et al. 2018, 15). In agreement with that,
the present understanding is that while there may be common causes like far reaching cultural
and economic consequences of globalisation (or rather their reading by those movements,
further see Rydgren 2018), results in individual environments will still vary (see Rovira
Kaltwasser et al. 2017, for the alternative pleading to overcome a supposed fragmentation of
research on populism caused by a regionally specific focus).

In Germany, major factors for the rise of right-wing populism are commonly grouped into
five: sociographical consequences of unification (i.e. Kowalczuk 2019, 215ff), cultural and
economic consequences of globalisation (i.e. Ther 2019, 40; Leggewie 2003, 33), social unrest
due to unemployment and poverty (i.e. Butterwegge 2009, 56), racist attitudes of antisemitism
and islamophobia (i.e., but stressing the differences in both, Botsch et al. 2012, 2; focusing upon
Islamophobia, Younes 2018, 250) and the role of social media (Rieger 2019). These approaches,
too, usually share a focus on the movements themselves — be it the impact of those factors on
them, or their reaction to them. Without denying the necessity to do so, the present article
instead focuses upon factors other than these, that is, primarily the reaction (and therefore,
impact upon their rise) of those who are addressed by the right-wing movements. The AfD does
occasionally have its say in Chapter Il, as it publicly represents the contested borderline
between traditional conservatives and the New Right. Jan-Werner Miiller's findings may serve
as a model according to which, whether intentional or not, the main incentives in the successes
of right-wing populism in Germany lie with the conservative parties of the CDU and CSU that
curry favour with those movements (Miller 2019). With this in mind, the first question will be
if and how the public communication of German state institutions concerning the rise of right-
wing movements, after 2015 (for the divide became ever greater due to the interpretations of the
so-called refugee crisis) and, regardless of whether intentional or not, contributes to this rise.

The methodological approach employed is based on the theory of narrative as formulated by
Albrecht Koschorke. For a sceptical view on the role of narratives in the rise the New Right, see
Hermann 2019. Hermann does, however, think of narrative as “a symbolic form,” which
“stresses coherence, causality, and teleological drive” (Hermann 2019, 289). As will be shown
below, Koschorkes approach uses a different concept, assuming a circular structure of constant
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creation and dissolution of meaning through narratives. Koschorkes interpretation is marked by
his combination of the theory of narrative with the theory of culture. He refers to Jurij Lotman’s
model of the semiosphere (1984), in which culture does not represent “an integral, self-
contained whole of meaning, but a paradoxical structure kept alive through disintegration”
(Koschorke 2012, 111.2). This model does not refer to an ethnically defined group but provides a
tool to describe any community of shared meaning. It is conceived of as a space in which centre
and periphery are dependent on one another and, above all, the transformation of the entire
structure is initiated from the periphery. This process is set and kept in motion by
communication. To be able to measure change in a community, as in any such semiotic order,
its communicative infrastructures and the exchange between the consolidating centre and the
liquefying periphery must be analysed (Koschorke 2012, 111.2). Koschorke furthermore adopts
the semiotic perspective on narration as an intervention in the world and assumes a circular
structure of designating (fiction) and the designated (fact), between signifier and signified, thus,
a mutual constitution of language and social reality. In other words: the lingual representation of
a fact retroacts on it or even precedes it. Narrating does not run alongside the real world and it
not only comments on it but is itself a determining element of social practice and therefore, a
tool of incessant cultural self-transformation (Koschorke 2012, 1.4).

The term ‘political establishment’ is extremely vague. For now, it will be used as an
operational term and refers, within the scope of this article, specifically to two departments of
the government, namely the Ministry of Defence (hereinafter BMVg, abbreviation of
Bundesministerium der Verteidigung) and Ministry of the Interior, Building and Community
(hereinafter BMI, abbreviation of Bundesministerium des Innern, fiir Bau und Heimat) and to
the Federal Office of Verfassungsschutz (hereinafter BfV, abbreviaton of Bundesamt fiir
Verfassungsschutz, the domestic intelligence service; its name literally translates to ‘protection
of the constitution’). Thus, the individual movements will be presented from the perspective of
that particular establishment. (It is important to keep in mind that the big coalition of CDU/CSU
and SPD in the elections in 2017 lost about 14% compared to its results in 2013. Due to the rise
of AfD, there were unclear coalescing options, and it took almost half a year until a renewed big
coalition was agreed upon in February 2018. The Ministries of Defence and of the Interior as
well as the Federal Office of Verfassungsschutz have meanwhile always been in the hands of
CDU/CSU) As will be seen, this establishment, albeit interdepending is itself not necessarily
identical with the centre of the community’s semiosphere. In Germany, the establishment does
generally still support the semiotic centre, which rotates about the First Article of the
constitution and declares a general notion of human dignity (and not any specifically defined
people) as the foundation of the polity. Simultaneously, its periphery does not necessarily turn
into a challenger of the political establishment. In the present case, however, it also does. The
criterion for the selection of the right-wing movements is the respective relation to the Federal
Republic of Germany (FRG). AfD is critical of the supposed establishment but aims at replacing
it according to their views from within the parliamentary system. IBD aims at restoring the
establishment and political order according to their views through extra-parliamentary
opposition, without however, questioning the legitimacy of the FRG per se. The Reichsbiirger
ultimately aim at restoring the political order in Germany by completely denying the FRG’s
legitimacy and calling for the re-establishment of the German Reich. They have emerged
already in the 1980s, they grew in numbers, however, and received noticeably greater public
attention since around 2010 and therefore, can also be counted among the blurry term "New"
Right in the scope of this article. The term of the New Right in Germany was originally coined
by Claus Leggewie in 1989 to describe political movements that officially distanced themselves
from the ideology of the Third Reich. In this spirit, too, many Reichsbiirger would deny
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ideological proximity with National Socialism and they claim to carry on the »true« legacy of
the German Reich (further see Stoss 2016). With this in mind, the article’s second question
enquires into the possible consequences of the interactions between semiotic periphery and
centre, and interdepending, political outsiders and establishment.

When looking at narratives, it is of course important to consider their institutional setting:
who is speaking, from which place, under which normative conditions, in which position and in
which framework (Koschorke 2012, V.5)? The main source for this article is the Federal Press
Conference (hereinafter BPK, abbreviation of Bundespressekonferenz), which shows
particularly suitable for the analysis of how the political establishment in Germany deals with
new forms of right-wing movements. In the Frankfurter Rundschau, the conference was
described as a “game of questions and answers” (Schmale 2014). With this characterisation as a
game, a central facet of the event comes to light: the meeting of media and politics as theatre, as
a prelude to the debates that predominate in the country. This, however, does not suggest
denying the seriousness of the actors. On the contrary, the dialogue between the governing and
the governed as in a burning glass is clearly expressed here. On the part of the government,
there is a state-owned claim to announce the ‘official version’ of an event or development — or
to put it differently: to officially establish the facts; while on the part of the governed, there is
the journalistic claim as the fourth estate to review this official release. (A further discussion
about who or what makes up the political establishment in the FRG, the extent to which the
media themselves are part of it, etc. will not be addressed here. Besides, these claims do not
clearly determine an affiliation with establishment/outsiders or centre/periphery). A further
peculiarity of the BPK is that the choice of respondents as well as the topics that are to be
covered and the questions that are to be asked and answered shall not be selected by the
government, but by the journalists themselves. Thus, Holger Schmale in the Frankfurter
Rundschau, too, concludes that “this type of communication between the media and the
government is a core element of the democratic public sphere in the Federal Republic”
(Schmale 2014).

I1. AfD and IBD. Challengers of the Republican Identity

At the same time as AfD was gaining strength, the new right-wing group IBD appeared, which
radically rejects the political establishment using the populist narrative of a ‘corrupt elite’ and
claims instead to really represent the Republic’s principles and ideals. Firstly, the literal
meaning of the word identitarian. Frauke Riidebusch of the Society for the German Language,
notes that the adjective “has so far not been found in any dictionary” and asks, “what this word
is actually supposed to mean” (Riidebusch 2019). After finding the basis in identity as
‘congruence’ and ‘equalisation’ and assigning the function of forming relative adjectives to the
suffix, Riidebusch finds as the literal meaning: “>regarding identity, belonging to being yourself
and no one else, and regarding the relation to what you are<” (Riidebusch 2019). The suffix,
however, can also be used to describe a person and therefore, in a figurative sense, “identitarians
can be interpreted as people who live in complete congruency with what they are” (Riidebusch
2019). What are the characteristics of a political group with such a self-designation? In the
annual BfV-report of 2016, the IBD is presented as opposing the political constitution of the
FRG “as an extra-parliamentary opposition” that “refuses to cooperate with political parties and
institutions because it blames just them for the alleged undesirable developments in Germany”
(Bundesamt fiir Verfassungsschutz 2016). According to this, the IBD stands for the populist
claim that the ‘political elite’ is not acting in the interest of Germany and the German people it
represents.

In a Small Request to the Federal Government in 2016, the Die Linke party asked about



The German State And The New Right 223

“findings relevant to the Verfassungsschutz” about the IBD (Bundesregierung 2016, 1). The
government (a coalition of the CDU/CSU and SPD parties) then presented in its answer the
IBD's self-image, according to which the IBD classified itself as the “metapolitical and activist
arm of the new right” (Bundesregierung 2016, 1) and thus clearly differentiated itself from the
Old Right (nationalists, racists, neo-Nazis): The IBD expressly rejects historical National
Socialism, but is based “on the concept of ‘ethnopluralism,” according to which, ideally, all
states should be ethnically/culturally homogeneously structured. As a result, the IBD regards
multicultural society, immigration, and Islam as a massive threat to a state” (Bundesregierung
2016, 2). To pursue its goals, it would follow the path of extra-parliamentary opposition.
Overall, the government diagnosed a xenophobic ideology that was “based heavily on the
principle of descent and differentiation from other cultures” and which had become radicalised
as part of the 2015 refugee crisis; “Immigrants of Islamic faith” would be “partly portrayed as
occupiers and unwilling to integrate, and their traditions and culture are only seen as a threat to
the Western community of values” (Bundesregierung 2016, 2). Despite this finding, the
government remarkably avoids explicitly answering the question of whether the IBD is right-
wing extremist and refers to the pending report of the BfV.

It is also noteworthy that the government at the time “assumed a high double-digit to low
three-digit number of members” (Bundesregierung 2016, 4). This would make the group
extremely small in terms of its members, but enormously influential in terms of its publicity.
According to the government, this impact came from its activist demeanour and media presence.
Members and sympathisers “virtually network and mainly communicate via social networks”
(Bundesregierung 2016, 4). In addition, their presence is fed by their international networking,
above all with the Génération Identitaire in France and the IB in Austria. Even more remarkable
is the subsequent assessment by the government on the question of whether “activists or
members of right-wing extremist groups” are active in the IBD: “It can be assumed that right-
wing extremists are trying to influence or purposefully undermine the IBD due to its positioning
as an extra-parliamentary opposition within the right spectrum” — further contacts with right-
wing organisations or individuals “could not be excluded” (Bundesregierung 2016, 5). The IBD
itself was consequently not classified as right-wing extremist, but rather as a potential victim of
right-wing extremist instrumentalisation, despite its classification as a xenophobic and anti-
Islamic group with a radicalised ideology based on the principle of descent.

At the time, the IBD had already been observed by the offices of Verfassungsschutz in
eleven federal states and would only one month later (in August 2016), in the before mentioned
pending report, be classified as a “suspicious case” by the federal BfV (Tagesschau 2016). Here,
‘suspicious case’ [org. ‘Verdachtsfall’] is a technical term and refers to a status where the
intelligence service is given more competences to observe the respective case. In this very
report, however, there are lots of appeasing formulations such as: only “individual members of
the IBD maintain contacts in the right-wing extremist scene” (Bundesamt fiir Verfassungsschutz
2016, 64). As before by the government, the grouping is presented as vanishingly small in terms
of its membership. A total of 24,350 people with “right-wing extremism potential” are listed for
2016, including as such for the first time, approx. 300 members of the IBD — this corresponds to
just over 1% of all persons categorised as right-wing extremists (Bundesamt fiir
Verfassungsschutz 2016, 40). In view of the low percentage, the enormous media attention and
the broad impact of the group must catch one’s eye. The BfV, in an almost appreciative tone,
comes to the conclusion that “the IBD has developed into an activist organisation beyond the
virtual space that draws attention to itself and its goals with regular, often spectacular public
appearances” (Bundesamt fiir Verfassungsschutz 2016, 63). One cannot help but receive the hint
of some sympathy with the group on the part of the BfV. Two years later, according to the
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annual BfV-report of 2018, the IBD has eventually “made the leap into the real world” and
contained of 600 members, twice as many as in 2016 (Bundesamt fiir Verfassungsschutz 2018a,
82).

A few months later, the classification of the IBD as a right-wing extremist group was
released. In that very statement, the BfV provided an astonishing amount of space to the
(uncommented) views of the IBD. Several paragraphs read as follows:

The values of home, freedom and tradition play an important role in the
IBD's self-image as part of a Europe-wide patriotic youth movement.
The IBD pursues the goal of promoting these values through community
activities and cultural and political educational offers (Bundesamt fiir
Verfassungsschutz 2018b).

According to Koschorke, social conflicts are usually “choreographed along narrative field lines”
(Koschorke 2012, 1.4). Those who do not belong to the imaginary community are usually not
given an opportunity to have their perspective presented. And in conflict situations “it is almost
a taboo to equip the opposing position with a comprehensible self-view” (Koschorke 2012, 11.7).
Compared with this theoretical assumption, the readiness of the BfV to present the IBD in their
own, very ordinary sounding perspective seems, again, remarkable.

This corresponds, however, with the prospect that, in fact, the positions of IBD are well
received in parts of the German public and are not really considered extremist by any means.
After all, the population appeared to be more and more dissatisfied with the work of the big
coalition and the CDU-led government of chancellor Merkel. It can be perceived as a general
atmosphere in the country, or simply be read from the results — 53% of the votes (in 2017)
hardly qualifies for a big coalition. This is not only due to a historic low for the SPD but also
due to the many voices critical of a supposed ‘social-democratisation’ of the conservative
parties that call for a (again) more conservative profile for the CDU/CSU. Movements like the
IBD claim to fill that gap, to properly representing conservative positions in German society.
According to the IBD, the republic itself is not illegitimate, but its current political
establishment, and the main goal must be, then, to push the establishment again to the positions
of ‘the people.” Keeping in mind that Lotman’s centre marks a semiotic order and therefore,
does not have to be synonymous with the centre of power within a political system (i.e. federal
offices and other state institutions), it seems reasonable to suppose that those members of the
BfV who were writing the above-mentioned report were themselves uncertain as to where to
draw the line of right-wing extremism and legit conservatism. The following episode supports
the assumption that this line was to be drawn to the right of Merkel-led CDU/CSU in their view.

On July 19, 2019, Chancellor Merkel personally participated in the BPK and was asked to
assess the work of the former President of the BfV, Hans Georg Maallen (CDU). After his
dismissal, he was particularly noticeable due to positions close to AfD and downplaying the
partially openly xenophobic climate of demonstrations in Germany. According to Merkel,
however, he “maintained the nature of a civil servant, so to speak,” since he always “followed
the guidelines of the government and the ministers” and was eventually dismissed when “there
were then conflicts” (Jung und Naiv 2019c). To what extent did he influence the assessment of
the AfD as the representative of a state institution, which has to assess anti-constitutional
practices, that is, among others right-wing populist and extremist endeavours of (political)
movements? The journalist Repinski pointed out that “in the debate (...) about the AfD’s
observation by the BfV (...) the assessment and attitude of the Office has changed remarkably
after MaaBBen” (Jung und Naiv 2019c). That is to say that the BfV’s attitude towards the AfD
became more critical after Maallen was no longer president; conversely, it meant that the BfV
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under Maaflen’s leadership was not very concerned with the development of the AfD (and
corresponding ideas and positions). Whereupon Merkel admitted: “If T look at the development
of AfD, | would say that we now increasingly have certain points that one [not us!] has to look
more closely at”. At the same time, she stressed: “I do not believe that complaints have to be
made here about times in the past when Mr. Maallen was President of the BfV”” (Jung und Naiv
2019c¢). She did not go into more detail about the latent contradiction in her remark, but rather
confined us from an increasingly worrying development of them, in order to dispel any charge
of responsibility for that development from us. Whatever takes place in the context of right-
wing populist and extremist groups, whether bound to state institutions or not, seems to be
located in some distant sphere over there, not really accessible and certainly with no connection
to the rest of us — whoever that may be. In any case, it does not seem to be far-fetched that the
above-mentioned BfV-reports may well reflect their president's latent sympathy for right-wing
populist positions.

If a community is understood, with Koschorke, as a semiosphere, and that is, as a political-
semiotic space of power relations, then change within comes about due to uneven distribution of
semiotic energies and (not congruent with them!) resource flows. This unevenness has a
dynamic effect upon the centre, since the privilege of the centre exerts a kind of pull that
accelerates the exchange with dynamic peripheral actors and ideas. The forces of codification
and normalisation in the centre can be balanced or even outweighed by such eccentric opposing
forces. But when (and why) the difference in influence will, as it were, overturn and force a
radical change in the centre is an open question that depends upon the interplay of many
historical factors. These (in the eyes of the centre) ideological radicalisations are often initiated
by counter-elites who are sociographically close to the establishment and who legitimise their
will to change by declaring themselves to be spokespersons for an oppressed group on the
fringes of society. (Koschorke 2012, 111.3.) The leaders of AfD, acting from the periphery,
certainly do not come from the fringes of society. Frauke Petry, for example, had been awarded
on federal level for her work as a chemist and entrepreneur. Jorg Meuthen had been Professor of
Economics, and the current chairman of the AfD party, Alexander Gauland, played a leading
role in CDU from the early 1970s up until 2013 when he left the party.

On September 9, 2016, the main topic on the BPK was the Berlin state election in which
AfD won 14.2% of the votes but a coalition of SPD, the left and the green parties would add up
to about 52% of the votes. Regarding the generally changing party landscape, then AfD
chairwoman Frauke Petry found that politics as “ultimately a game of action and reaction did
not start with the AfD,” which had to be considered “a symptom of the failure of the established
parties, because they are apparently no longer trusted to find solutions” (Jung und Naiv 2016a,
min. 36:00). The strength of the AfD would not, however, only result from the weakness of the
other parties, but above all from its “own personnel and ideas” and from constructive offers for
solving crises including the resulting “political pressure” — “this is how democracy works”
(Jung und Naiv 2016a, min. 36:20). According to Petry, citizens lacked politicians who “can
convincingly convey content” and “that the AfD speaks plain text, and much more so than other
parties, that will help us in the future, too” (Jung und Naiv 2016a, min. 36:30).

When asked about possible alternative coalitions and the CDU/CSU's refusal to consider a
coalition with AfD, AfD’s spokesman Jorg Meuthen pointed out that coalescing was
subordinate and that it was more important to place AfD positions in German politics (Jung und
Naiv 2016a, min. 29:00). This has so far been extremely successful from the standpoint of a
“vital opposition,” for “we can witness that positions we have been representing for some time,
are taken over by the CDU and in part by the SPD” — although, as Meuthen highlights “this is
not very credible from these parties (...), but anyhow: the AfD positions (...) are effective in
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opposition” (Jung und Naiv 2016a, min. 29:30). It is therefore not a question of government
participation as soon as possible, the decisive point is “that we pervade with our positions”
(Jung und Naiv 2016a, min. 29:30). So here, it can be concluded, too; it is that very role of
opposition to the government, to ‘the establishment,’ that provides the leverage for the AfD (for
support of this conclusion, see Decker 2016). If who- and whatever is perceived as the
establishment borrows that reasoning and presents the New Right as fundamentally different,
diametrically opposing, not with us, etc., the appeal will only become stronger with a growing
number of people who are for any reason discontent with ‘the establishment.’ In this regard, it is
not the executive that seems to set the tone in the country, but it is the voices and positions able
to present themselves as really working in the interest of ‘the people’ that rule over what politics
(the selection of dominating topics, the framings thereof, etc.) predominate within the country.
Or to use Lotman’s concept: those positions enter the centre.

The AfD’s top candidate in Berlin, Georg Pazderski, concluded from the election results: “I
think we have now arrived all over Germany” (Jung und Naiv 2016a, min. 02:35). The AfD is
clearly not just a party of east Germany, it has also been shown that the AfD is “the largest
democratic project in recent decades” regarding the entire republic (Jung und Naiv 2016a, min.
02:35). According to Pazderski, the main argument for this is the mobilisation of non-voters.
The “political agenda” of the AfD would be, among other things, that “finally the interests of all
citizens have a voice in parliament” (Jung und Naiv 2016a, min. 05:10). The spokesman, Jorg
Meuthen agreed to this by detecting a “grandiose victory for democracy” in the increased
turnout generated by the AfD (Jung und Naiv 2016a, min. 15:10). Again, the populist trope
surfaces according to which ‘the establishment’ does not consider all citizens and certainly not
‘the common people’ but would rather serve other interests. This leaves unanswered the
guestion as to of who is among those citizens that would now have found representation in the
parliaments of the states and the Bundestag and who were supposedly left unnoticed and
unrepresented before.

In his remarks about Kay Nerstheimer, who won the direct mandate for the AfD in Berlin
Lichtenberg (2016), Tilo Jung claimed he was the head of the German Defence League in Berlin
who aimed at building a militia. The Bremen Office of Verfassungsschutz report of 2014
described the GDL as an “anti-Islamic subcultural group,” as a “right-wing extremist group,”
which sees itself as the “guardian of the Judeo-Christian, Greco-Roman tradition” in Germany
(Senator fiir Inneres und Sport 2014, 35-38). Georg Pazderski commented on this as follows: In
2012, “long before the AfD was founded” (AfD was founded in 2013), Nerstheimer was an
active member of the organisation, which was “only later on” observed by the Bremen Office of
Verfassungsschutz (in 2013), when “the person concerned had quit long before and did not
actually work for it anymore” (Jung und Naiv 2016a, min 16:35). So that would straighten it
out: “we take the matter very seriously,” we “have also examined the matter and we are still
investigating” so that in the end we will “find a reasonable and good solution” (Jung und Naiv
2016a, min 16:45). Frauke Petry did not want to provide any information about possible party
exclusion proceedings against Nerstheimer but suggested looking for former NPD members in
the other parties instead (Jung und Naiv 2016a, min 17:25). What then was the ‘good solution’?
On October 3, 2016, the directorate of AfD Berlin decided to suspend Nerstheimer’s
membership, since high-ranking party officials expressed their uncomfortableness with it
(McMinn 2016). In January 2020, the suspension was ratified on last appeal (Reinsch 2020).
However, Nerstheimer saw AfD as his natural party choice — just as AfD supporters had no
restraint in voting for him as AfD candidate. As a result, it is safe to say that there is ideational
proximity between some of AfD’s members and may be even more their supporters, and right-
wing extremist views. Thus, it might not be crucial for their supporters what is written in the
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party’s program but more important is the self-differentiation from ‘the establishment’ and the
decidedly conservative positioning to the right of Merkel.

Given the theoretical presumptions, what can be taken from this chapter? Centre and
periphery in Lotman’s semiosphere are not rigid structures, but rather provide means of
description of transformations of all kinds. At the peripheral border, the we-group is constantly
defined anew, the community’s internal organization is constantly established anew, and what is
considered as not belonging and other is delimited, thus external disorganization again and
again separated from us (Koschorke 2012, 111.3). The government appeared somewhat hesitant
early on to classify the IBD as right-wing extremist, some BfV’s releases seemed to show
sympathy with them, and its long-time president Maafen openly supported AfD positions. Thus,
it may very well be assumed that parts of the political establishment, just as society as a whole,
do not regard right-wing populist positions as being illegitimate, but, on the contrary, rather
identify with them (on the settling of right-wing narratives in German society, see Hornuff
2019). If then other parts of the establishment, which of course does not form a uniform block,
more or less openly equally dismiss both, right-wing populist and extremist positions (and thus,
blur the line between these two) of the imagined community, then the populist argument of »not
being represented« seems confirmed and the extremist argument of a »legitimate community«
is, as it were, smuggled into the realm of legitimate discourse.

II1. Reichsbiirger: Protecting the German People and Defending Germany

The official MAD report 2019 on right-wing extremism in the Bundeswehr (MAD stands for
Militdrischer Abschirmdienst, which is the German military intelligence service) was discussed
in the BPK on February 8, 2019. On the part of the BMV(, frigate captain Christina Routsi,
spokeswoman for personnel and recruiting, claimed to fundamentally agree with the concerning
report but stressed the necessity to “comprehensively classify extremism in the Bundeswehr” as
there would be “no place at all” for any extremism in the Bundeswehr (Jung und Naiv 2019a).
Therefore, the topic would need to be tackled “from different directions”. After all, it should be
noted that “since the suspension of compulsory military service in 2017, the actual cases of
extremism as a whole have decreased significantly” (Jung und Naiv 2019a). According to
Routsi, “approx. 200 cases [have been] actually identified” as of 2009, including 170 before
2012; besides, most of these “cases” have already been released from the Bundeswehr (Jung
und Naiv 2019a). In her view, the problem of right-wing extremism in the Bundeswehr has been
solved and the army has thus become the one place in Germany that has been liberated from
right-wing extremism.

Several obvious questions come to mind when presented with 30 right-wing extremist cases
between 2012 and 2019: what are the features of such a case? What actions or expressions count
— and who counts? How many such cases were recorded in German society over the same
period overall, and how do these numbers compare? The journalist Jessen did raise concerns: he
asked if it would not rather indicate extreme right-wing networks (not “cases”) in the
Bundeswehr if, i.e. a founding member of the KSK (Kommando Spezialkrifte, an elite unit
within Bundeswehr) showed proximity and sympathy for the Reichsbiirger (BR24 2019).
Routsi, in return, stressed that there was “no evidence of a right-wing extremist network within
the Bundeswehr” (Jung und Naiv 2019a). She did not want to provide any information on
further questions either, noting that investigations were ongoing. This, of course, then raised the
question as to how she came to her expressed conclusion in the first place.

Who are the so-called Reichsbiirger? For the purposes of this article, noting one feature only
is sufficient: the Reichsbiirger do not think of the FRG as the legitimate German state, as the
state of the German people, and consequently, the citizens of the FRG are in their (right-wing
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extremist) view not necessarily the ‘legitimate’ people of Germany. On January 25, 2017,
apartment searches and raids occurred in the Reichsbiirger’s scene in Saxony. On the BPK the
same day, Dr. Johannes Dimroth, spokesman of the BMI, pointed out that the measures were
supervised by the Federal Prosecutor General, and therefore, he could say nothing specific about
this case. However, he went into a question that assumed that the government might
underestimate the danger posed by the Reichsbiirger. He pointed out that the “serious threat” is
well known which is why in 2016, all the BfV authorities of the states and the federal
government declared the Reichsbiirger an “object of observation” (Jung und Naiv 2017).
Besides, the measures against the Reichbiirger, according to Dr. Dimroth, must be viewed in the
context of “initiatives and measures in the fight against right-wing extremism in general. (...)
That is why we are all called, but also society as a whole, to take this struggle seriously and to
take it on” (Jung und Naiv 2017). Similar formulations are commonly used in this context and
are quite peculiar. We and the society appear separately from each other, as do society and right-
wing extremism. This framing suggests that the government (BMI in this case), extremists
(Reichsbiirger) and society are different entities. It reveals the complete refusal to see right-wing
extremist movements as a part of society, as something that is generated within society, which
emerges from it and which (partly!) constitutes German society after all. This tendency to
exclude right-wing extremist viewpoints from the community, and to entrust “the society” with
taking action against them, is also a common narrative in sociological studies (for an example,
see Bednarz & Giesa 2015).

Narratives of violent conflicts, as Koschorke stresses, “are not simply lingual
representations of something that exists outside of them” but modalities with which both those
involved and outsiders make the conflict comprehensible and according to which they adjust for
further actions. “The conflict models the narrative and the narrative models the conflict”
(Koschorke 2012, 1V.4). So, as the Reichsbiirger speak from a peripheral position, it seems
noteworthy that the centre of the semiosphere, represented by the BMI in this case, effectively
adopts the coordinates of the front lines. As the political establishment is tackled along these
lines, the response may seem comprehensible. The result is, however, the establishment of the
notion that some parts of the German society may not legitimately belong to it. Thus, by
adopting the right-wing extremist notion of a legitimate community (and additionally the
populist notion of an elite set apart from it) and reversing it — not founding it on ethnicity, but
on a political understanding of moderate vs extremist — that very notion, although not literally,
but in essence enters the centre of the semiosphere, and thereby, may become distributed in
various forms throughout the political establishment and society as a whole.

The situatedness of the Reichsbiirger within or outside of society was already an explicit
topic of the BPK a few months earlier, on October 31, 2016, when it was about the membership
of professing Reichsbiirger in the state and federal police, and again, in the Bundeswehr. Jens
Flosdorff, head of the press and information office in the BMVg, pointed out that the upcoming
MAD law will allow reviews of basic convictions of applicants. Special attention shall be paid
to “whether there are connections to theories of the Reichsbiirger, to what extent they are
developed, and whether they question the constitution, so to speak” (Jung und Naiv 2016b). In
this context, Dr. Dimroth (spokesman for the BMI) interfered and emphasized that no
assumptions should be made towards a general tendency or generally prevailing ideas among
the police and the Bundeswehr, but that always the individual case must be considered:

An ideological agreement with the goals of this group [= Reichsbiirger]
is, of course, in stark contradiction to what, in particular, is expected of
police officers in terms of loyalty for their service to be necessary. In
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principle, of course, this also applies to any other official; because
someone who rejects this state system per se — whether it is combative or
not — (...) cannot technically serve for it, by all means. In this respect, an
abstract statement must not be given (Jung und Naiv 2016b).

He also denied the question of whether systematic checks should be carried out, pointing out
that “of course, an appropriate level of checking is generally complied with before every hiring”
(Jung und Naiv 2016b). Again, there was no comment on the criteria for selecting those who do
the checking. Moreover, again, there is the emphasis on a general approach to a very specific
problem. There are as expected few left-wing or Islamist extremists in the army of Germany.
So, there may well be good reason for a specific approach to identify a very concrete sort of
extremism. It is apparent, not just since the NSU trials that, in Germany, there is a very specific
danger of right-wing extremism aiming at the basic consent of the semiotic and political order.
Rather than implicitly adopting an albeit reversed but essential version of the narrative of right-
wing extremism, there should be the acknowledgement that there is right-wing extremism
within the community, that is the German society. A lack thereof had the initially cited report of
Hedayah and SETA conclude as their first recommendation: “As a starting point, there needs to
be a recognition by all stakeholders that far-right violent extremism may be a significant threat
to communities in Europe” (Kallis et. al. 2018, 14).

It is obviously not only crucial whether such a group should be considered an integral part
of society from the perspective of the BMV(g and the BMI, but also whether this group sees
itself as part of society, which it ultimately is to defend when serving in the police and the
Bundeswehr. Or to put it differently: what people do policemen and women think of when
tasked with ‘protecting the German people’? What Germany do soldiers of the Bundeswehr
have in mind when ‘defending the Federal Republic of Germany’? Those questions do not
appear unnecessarily alarmist as they seem to be unsolved. Almost three years later, on
February 13, 2019, the spokesman for the BMI, Séren Schmidt unsolicited presented a
communication on the subject of compliance with the constitution by civil servants, “since this
question is often brought up to the Ministry” (Jung und Naiv 2019b). Therefore, then Minister
of the Interior, Horst Seehofer, decided “to examine again very carefully the question of
membership and what obligations regarding personal political restraints come with that” (Jung
und Naiv 2019b). Following this, civil servants must “commit themselves to the constitutional
order through their entire conduct” and where this confession is not recognisable, “the basic
duty” of civil servants is affected (Jung und Naiv 2019b). A relevant test cannot be carried out
in general, but must always be based on the specific individual case, for:

(...) in the interest of acceptance and legitimacy of state behaviour, all
civil servants are obliged to avoid the slightest appearance of
identification with ideas that are diametrically opposed to the free
democratic basic order and with efforts that are committed to such ideas
(Jung und Naiv 2019b).

Then, Schmidt denied the question of whether there was a specific reason for this initiative of
the Minister to clarify the matter. At least one conclusion can be drawn from it: If there are no
centralised enquiries the decisions on those personnel in question will be taken by individual
investigators. There seems to be a lack of strategy however, to investigate the investigators, or
in other words: to test top-down. After MAD finding 30 soldiers in the Bundeswehr “with an
absent loyalty to the constitution” and identifying most of them as right-wing extremists, and
the BfV detecting eight cases of disciplinary punishment for Reichsbiirger-supporters within the
federal police, Seehofer did start an initiative called ‘Central office for clearing up right-wing
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extremist activities in the public service’ by the end of 2019 (ZDF 2019). Whilst this initiative
was widely received as better late than never, many voices stressed the urgency to really tackle
those “systemic individual cases” beyond mere symbolism (Hommerich 2019). For, from this,
one certain conclusion can be drawn: the denial of right-wing extremism in core state
institutions like police and army and its overall disintegration of us, the society, and both at the
same time, hardened the fronts and thereby, fostered the notion of a legitimate community,
which is not identical with the citizens of the FRG.

Conclusion

Germany is witnessing an ongoing public struggle about the interpretative authority over
legitimate conservatism, or more broadly, the ongoing battle for the centre of the German
semiosphere. Core state institutions (BMVg, BMI, BfV), which do not necessarily represent that
centre, are called upon to draw a line between conservative and right-wing extremist, anti-
constitutional efforts. There are indications, however, that this line runs through those very
institutions themselves and that formerly peripheral positions like the notion of a legitimate
(people’s) community move towards the centre of the semiosphere. In their releases and from
incidents that have become public, the picture emerges of sporadic and loose sympathy on the
one hand and expressed exclusion from society on the other. These contradictory positions
within the establishment contribute to the rise of right-wing movements by effectively
confirming them. This article reinforces the argument that, more than percentage numbers in
elections, the crucial issue is the tendency to confirm with narratives the populist claim of a lack
of »real representation« of all people, and to thereby possibly introduce, quasi subsurface but in
essence, the right-wing extremist notion of a »legitimate (people’s) community« to the centre of
Germany’s political culture.

Thus, following Koschorkes reading of Lotman’s semiosphere and treating German society
as a cultural community in that sense, one can plausibly assume certain changes in Germany
respecting the understanding of its own community and polity. Restlessness, the contestation of
the centre’s meaning at the periphery, iS common and ordinary, even elementary, as it both
counteracts the manifestation of meaning, but simultaneously enables the centre’s system of
meaning and its appropriation by a larger number of people in the first place (Koschorke 2012,
I11.5). Naturally, change is inevitable, but the outcome, that is change in the above-mentioned
sense, is by no means inevitable. This article concludes that, while specific features of right-
wing populist and right-wing extremist movements must be considered when analysing their
rise in Germany, from a narratological perspective it seems equally crucial to stress in that rise
the role of the semiosphere’s centre that those movements challenge. The centre, which, in
Germany, is supposed to rotate about a general notion of human dignity as the foundation of the
polity, and which it is to represent, may be undermined by those peripheral forces in case it gets
(either willingly or unwillingly) involved in their own particular notions of a legitimate
community.
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