New Perspectives in German Political Studies
General Editors: William Paterson OBE is Honorary Professor in German and
European Politics at the University of Aston and Chairman of the German British
Forum.
Charlie Jeffery is Professor of Politics at the University of Edinburgh.
Germany remains a pivotal country in Europe. It is Europe’s biggest economy,
continues to play a central role in the European Union, and has a growing significance
in international security politics based on its strategic location at the centre of Europe
and its evolving role as a provider of security in Europe and beyond. All this is nuanced
by the legacies of a turbulent recent history: the two World Wars, the Holocaust,
Germany’s division after World War Two and its unification in 1990.
New Perspectives in German Political Studies has been designed as a platform for
debate and scholarship on contemporary Germany. It welcomes contributions from
political science, international relations, political economy and contemporary history.
It follows on from the success of the earlier series on New Perspectives in German
Studies, co-edited by William Paterson and the late Professor Michael Butler.
Titles include:
Wilhelm Hennis
POLITICS AS A PRACTICAL SCIENCE
Alister Miskimmon, William E. Paterson and James Sloam (editors)
GERMANY’S GATHERING CRISIS
The 2005 Federal Election and the Grand Coalition
Y. Michal Bodemann (editor)
THE NEW GERMAN JEWRY AND THE EUROPEAN CONTEXT
The Return of the European Jewish Diaspora
Anne Fuchs
PHANTOMS OF WAR IN CONTEMPORARY GERMAN LITERATURE,
FILMS AND DISCOURSE
The Politics of Memory
Caroline Pearce
CONTEMPORARY GERMANY AND THE NAZI LEGACY
Remembrance, Politics and the Dialectic of Normality
Axel Goodbody
NATURE, TECHNOLOGY AND CULTURAL CHANGE IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY
GERMAN LITERATURE
The Challenge of Ecocriticism
Beverly Crawford
POWER AND GERMAN FOREIGN POLICY
Embedded Hegemony in Europe
Dan Hough, Michael Koß and Jonathan Olsen
THE LEFT PARTY IN CONTEMPORARY GERMAN POLITICS
Roger Woods
GERMANY’S NEW RIGHT AS CULTURE AND POLITICS
Christian Schweiger
BRITAIN, GERMANY AND THE FUTURE OF THE EUROPEAN UNION

Karl Christian Führer and Corey Ross (editors)
MASS MEDIA, CULTURE AND SOCIETY IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY GERMANY
Matthew M. C. Allen
THE VARIETIES OF CAPITALISM PARADIGM
Explaining Germany’s Comparative Advantage?
Gunther Hellmann (editor)
GERMANY’S EU POLICY IN ASYLUM AND DEFENCE
De-Europeanization by Default?
Charles Lees
PARTY POLITICS IN GERMANY
A Comparative Politics Approach
Ronald Speirs and John Breuilly (editors)
GERMANY’S TWO UNIFICATIONS
Anticipations, Experiences, Responses
James Sloam
THE EUROPEAN POLICY OF THE GERMAN SOCIAL DEMOCRATS
Interpreting a Changing World
Margarete Kohlenbach
WALTER BENJAMIN
Self-Reference and Religiosity
Henning Tewes
GERMANY, CIVILIAN POWER AND THE NEW EUROPE
Enlarging NATO and the European Union
Wolf-Dieter Eberwein and Karl Kaiser (editors)
GERMANY’S NEW FOREIGN POLICY
Decision-Making in an Interdependent World
Gerard Braunthal
RIGHT-WING EXTREMISM IN CONTEMPORARY GERMANY

New Perspectives in German Political Studies
Series Standing Order ISBN 978–0–333–92430–3 hardcover
Series Standing Order ISBN 978–0–333–92434–1 paperback
(outside North America only)
You can receive future titles in this series as they are published by placing a standing
order. Please contact your bookseller or, in case of difficulty, write to us at the address
below with your name and address, the title of the series and one of the ISBNs quoted
above.
Customer Services Department, Macmillan Distribution Ltd, Houndmills, Basingstoke,
Hampshire RG21 6XS, England

Right-Wing Extremism in
Contemporary Germany
Gerard Braunthal
Professor Emeritus of Political Science
University of Massachusetts Amherst, USA

© Gerard Braunthal 2009
Foreword © Peter H. Merkl 2009
Softcover reprint of the hardcover 1st edition 2009 978-0-230-23639-4
All rights reserved. No reproduction, copy or transmission of this
publication may be made without written permission.
No portion of this publication may be reproduced, copied or transmitted
save with written permission or in accordance with the provisions of the
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, or under the terms of any licence
permitting limited copying issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency,
Saffron House, 6–10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS.
Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication
may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.
The author has asserted his right to be identified as the author of this work
in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
First published 2009 by
PALGRAVE MACMILLAN
Palgrave Macmillan in the UK is an imprint of Macmillan Publishers Limited,
registered in England, company number 785998, of Houndmills, Basingstoke,
Hampshire RG21 6XS.
Palgrave Macmillan in the US is a division of St Martin’s Press LLC,
175 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10010.
Palgrave Macmillan is the global academic imprint of the above companies
and has companies and representatives throughout the world.
Palgrave® and Macmillan® are registered trademarks in the United States,
the United Kingdom, Europe and other countries.

ISBN 978-1-349-31446-1
ISBN 978-0-230-25116-8 (eBook)
DOI 10.1057/9780230251168
This book is printed on paper suitable for recycling and made from fully
managed and sustained forest sources. Logging, pulping and manufacturing
processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the
country of origin.
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.
A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
18 17 16 15 14 13 12 11 10 09

Contents
Foreword
Acknowledgements
List of Acronyms

vii
xi
xii

Introduction

1

1

The Setting
Scholarly analyses
Further scholarly analyses
Racism and nationalism
Xenophobia
Anti-Semitism
Gender issues
Public support for right-wing extremism

4
5
6
8
9
13
14
16

2

The German Right-Extremist Scene, 1945–1990
The Federal Republic
The German Democratic Republic
Conclusion

19
21
34
41

3

Right-Extremist Parties
The Republikaner
German People’s Union
National Democratic Party of Germany
Conclusion

43
43
51
57
75

4

Neo-Nazi Groups, Skinheads, and Violence
A splintered movement
Free Comradeship Groups
National liberated zones
Skinheads
Eastern Germany: prelude to violence
Violence in western Germany
Anti-Semitic acts
Government actions
Conclusion

77
77
86
89
91
96
103
110
114
114

5

Tools of Propaganda and Recruitment
Newspapers
Journals

117
117
118

v

vi

Contents

Publishing houses
Cultural organizations
The visual media
The electronic network
Electronic games
Music as a propaganda tool
Fanzines and youth
Conclusion

119
121
122
124
128
130
135
136

6

The New Right
Birth of a movement
Ideological components
A plethora of authors and journals
The Heidelberg Manifesto and the Thule Seminar
Historians’ dispute
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung advertisements
New Right links to ultra-conservatives
Coming to terms with the past
The Martin Walser controversy
National pride and Leitkultur
An appraisal

137
138
139
142
149
151
152
153
159
160
163
167

7

Responses: Public and Private
The law and the courts
The police
The federal, Länder, and local governments
Grassroots actions
An array of local and regional projects
Schools and students
Youth and social workers
The exit strategy
Summation

169
169
173
178
185
187
190
194
196
199

Conclusion
Right-wing extremism
A challenge to democracy
Immigration: source for controversy
Weimar and the Berlin Republic compared
Links abroad
The present and future

201
201
203
205
206
209
211

Notes
Bibliography
Index

214
239
252

Foreword
This book presents a well-balanced analysis of the past, present, and future
of the German radical right by one of the foremost scholars on the history
of contemporary Germany. Gerard Braunthal’s reputation rests particularly
on his investigations of post-World War Two German Social Democracy
(SPD) and civil rights in the Bonn and Berlin republics. His present work
focuses directly and implicitly on the contrast between the contemporary
German radical right and its predecessor under the ill-fated Weimar Republic
(1918–1933), which gave birth to the Third Reich and the atrocities and
power politics associated with it. The comparison takes into account the
international environment and the domestic shape of the German extreme
right.
The rise of German National Socialism and of kindred movements after the
Great War took place under the shadow of the catastrophic German defeat
by the Western Allies, of the painful losses of German territory and colonies,
and of the traumatic collapse of two mighty empires and imperial dynasties,
Hohenzollern and Hapsburg. Many German patriots felt humiliated by the
Treaty of Versailles, which required the admission of German responsibility
for the war and the surrender of the German emperor for trial (this was never
carried out), of the imperial navy and air force, and the imposition of size limits on the armed forces. Many were haunted by paranoid fantasies of having
been “stabbed in the back” by their own successor government – especially
the centrist and left-wing politicians in it – who signed the Versailles Treaty
of Peace. They thought of revenge, against both the Western victors and their
alleged domestic collaborators some of whom were assassinated by military
conspirators. There were unsuccessful right-wing coup attempts against the
national government and against at least one state government – Bavaria –
where a Workers and Soldiers Council had seized power in imitation of
Bolshevik takeovers in St. Petersburg, Budapest, and Vienna. There was also
an underground border war along some of the new frontiers, for example with
Poland and, after the Franco-Belgian invasion of 1923, with the occupation
of the Ruhr area. We must acknowledge all these factors in the minds of the
rising Nazis in the midst of many extreme right-wing organizations at that
time; however, nothing similar was in the minds of the defeated Germans
after World War Two. The defeat of 1945 was actually far more devastating and, this time, the Germans really admitted total defeat. The Allies had
insisted on “unconditional surrender” and imposed years of military occupation, denazification, and democratic reeducation on the Germans, which
also involved the suppression of any Nazi revivals.
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Another important aspect of the Weimar situation that enabled Adolf Hitler
and his movement to rise to power in 1933 was that Germany in many ways
had not matured enough to support a thriving democracy. Two telling images
come to my mind, which show the particular weaknesses of Germany’s first
attempt at democracy: one is of a session of the Reichstag (Parliament)
in 1932, which features a large section of its membership in Nazi stormtrooper uniforms. It was a sign of the Nazis’ contempt for parliamentary
democracy and heralded the coming of dictatorship with the help of a combined popular majority of Nazis and communists in imminent elections as
well as the battles of the militant armies of both in the streets. The second
image emerges from an interview with Fritz Schäffer, the conservative (CSU)
finance minister who had been in the thick of Weimar politicking with the
equally conservative Bavarian People’s Party (BVP). Mr. Schäffer described
to me the incredibly hectic and violent election campaigns at all levels, as
he raced from one rally to the next, constantly threatened by extremist
street violence from the right and the left. There was simply no room for
a moderate politics of democratic discussion. At the same time, so many
basic structures of German society were coming undone, as the German
historian Karl D. Bracher and others have explained: relations between capital and labor, farming, capitalism, civil-military relations, the civil service,
the greatly reduced army amidst militant veterans’organizations, the federal system; everything was in tenuous transition or outright crisis. Even the
prewar political parties were splitting up, particularly on the moderate right
and left where new radical mass movements such as the communists and
Nazis experienced explosive growth and threatened to take over the unloved
republic.
The democratic post-World War Two fathers (and mothers) of the West
German Federal Republic were determined to base their democratic politics on strong, resilient institutions and a constitution, the Basic Law, that
the major parties vowed to defend “militantly” against all extremists of the
right and left (streitbare Demokratie), unlike their Weimar predecessors who
had never defended Weimar’s constitutional democracy. Never again, they
resolved, should German democracy be left to the tender mercies of the
sworn enemies of democracy. Among other steps, such as the electoral barriers to splinter parties described in this book and the special anti-extremist
powers of the Federal Constitutional Court, the Bonn government created
a Verfassungsschutzdienst (constitutional protection service) which played
an important role investigating subversion and, in the 1970s, the terrorist
conspiracies of the Red Army Faction (RAF). It publishes annual surveys of
political extremism, including the radical right The surveillance and intrusion of this secret service into German civil liberties, for example by tapping
telephones, has also attracted much criticism from German civil libertarians
and representatives of the political left, as Braunthal has described in his book
on the subject.
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A major challenge to West German stability before 1990 was posed by the
East German Stasi, the communist secret service of the self-styled German
Democratic Republic (GDR) which, among other things, sent out and embedded spies in the highest West German offices, such as in the Foreign Office
and in Chancellor Willy Brandt’s staff. The Stasi also compiled voluminous
secret files on many prominent West Germans for potential blackmail purposes, and to embarrass them before the Western public and abroad. German
unification in 1990 posed new major challenges including that of integrating the public services of the communist east into the democratic state and
society, especially the schools and universities. This process of systematic
cleansing was not always fair and even-handed, and was often accompanied
by dire warnings that the elimination of communist rule would inevitably
lead to a revival of Nazism. The old state Communist Party, the SED, transformed itself into a strong extreme left successor, the PDS (now part of the
Left Party), even as its remnants in the public services of the east were spotted
and removed. The Stasi archives were now firmly in Western hands.
Because the rehabilitation and development of the formerly communist
economy of the GDR by West German leaders fell far short of the “blossoming” promised by the unification chancellor, Helmut Kohl, the unification
left behind a legacy of failures and resentments which have been reflected in
East German voting: after initially following West German political patterns,
East Germans soon began to distinguish themselves not only by voting for
a large successor party to the communist SED (now PDS), but in recent elections also in great numbers for the neo-Nazi NPD and DVU; however, in all
these elections no extreme right party has been able – except for a few stealth
candidates in the 1950s – to elect a neo-Nazi to the Bundestag. East Germany
remains a major trouble spot in the control of the extreme right in the Berlin
Republic.
In the early decades of the Bonn Republic, perhaps as late as 1970, public
opinion polls clearly revealed the spell of Nazi opinions over the public, for
example on such nationalistic issues as acceptance of the Oder–Neisse line as
the German–Polish border or German responsibility for World War Two, as
the work of Anna and Richard Merritt, among others, has shown. After the
end of Allied occupation, successive waves of neo-Nazi parties under names
like the Socialist Reich Party (SRP) or the National Democrats (NPD) scored
minor regional victories in spite of the hostility of democratic governments.
Their activists and voters were mostly diminishing numbers of old Nazis and
their families and offspring. As long as these parties were small and could be
kept under control by local and state-level measures of harassment, the first
West German chancellors, and especially Adenauer, avoided direct confrontation – for example by attempts to outlaw or suppress them. The democratic
leaders were probably afraid to provoke these elements into forming a Fronde,
a “national opposition” that would have obstructed democratization as had
happened in the Weimar Republic. Or perhaps they too still held some partial
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Nazi views that inclined them to tolerate old Nazis and Nazified groups and to
spare them rigorous judgement – cases such as Hans Globke and others seem
to suggest this. As new generations of democratic young Germans with strong
anti-Nazi views grew to voting age and their political activities began to dominate German opinion, the neo-Nazi parties found that they could no longer
expect a ready reception for their views. They began to shift towards issues
like German unification and opposition to the progressive policies, foreign
and domestic, of the Willy Brandt and Helmut Schmidt administrations.
In the meantime and especially since German unification, youthful new
groups have emerged that in their own ways vie for the mantle of Hitler and
his movement, often with little or no knowledge of the old ideology. Many
of them are extremely violent skinheads operating in small groups and their
lethal hostility is directed mostly at foreign migrants and refugee hostels,
which they have attacked and set on fire. They are motivated as much by
alcohol and the psychological stimuli of youth gang activity as by a general
ideology of racism. There is a difference between a personal reaction against
people of color and an elaborate ideology. To the extent that they rationalize
their anti-foreigner hatred, it translates into a kind of “welfare chauvinism”: a
mistaken belief that these migrants and refugees receive public benefits above
and beyond what the frequently unemployed and down-and-out right-wing
skinheads get. In east German urban ghettos and small towns they also feud
with young socialists who like to wear their hair in dreadlocks as a kind of
uniform. In some east German locations, extreme right coordination is so
dominant it creates a terror regime for leftists and people of color. Even the
DVU and NPD are not sure how they can integrate the unruly skinheads into
their political activities. But the youth gang-like street violence of today’s
Germany – not unlike the vicious urban warfare of the Bloods and Crips,
two large African-American gangs in Los Angeles – is different to the political
marching, proselytizing and fighting of the storm troopers of another day.
By contrast, the young neo-Nazis of today make the old Nazis of the 1920s
and 1930s look almost rational.
Peter H. Merkl, Professor Emeritus, Political Science
University of California, Santa Barbara
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