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W
hen German 
Chancellor 
Angela Mer-
kel invited 
1 million 
refugees, 
particularly 

from Syria, to make Germany their 
new home in 2015, most commen-
tators, even if they agreed with her 
intentions, argued that she was 
digging her own political grave.

Their prediction: A populist 
wave — long in the making but 
only recently causing tremors in 
Europe — would sweep Merkel 
off her feet the minute voters 
could go to the polls. It seemed 
almost certain that, in a Europe of 
heightened political divisions and 
growing anti-immigrant senti-
ment, no one could survive such a 
daring gambit.

In parliamentarian elections 
September 24, however, Mer-
kel proved the doubters wrong. 
Although her party lost a signifi-
cant number of votes, she remains 
steadfast as chancellor, one of the 
few constants in European politics.

Yes, the Alternative for Germany 
(AfD) made it into parliament for 
the first time but, compared to 
other European countries where 
far-right populist parties have se-
cured upward of 30% of the vote, 
12.6% seems manageable.

Merkel excluded the AfD as a 
partner before and if she cobbles 
together a so-called Jamaica-coa-
lition of the Christian Democratic 
Union of Germany (CDU), the Free 
Democratic Party (FDP) and Green 
Party, the far-right’s voice will be 
less influential in the Bundestag. 
Merkel wasn’t intimidated by AfD’s 
populist’s tactics; she was embold-
ened by them.

Still, not every political leader is 
as steady in her course. Although 
Austria experienced a similarly 
high refugee inflow per person 
since 2015, the political landscape 
heading into the elections October 
15 is very different. The far-right 
Freedom Party of Austria (FPO) 
was leading in the polls until early 
this year, while Austria’s grand 
coalition parties were going at 
each other’s throats instead of 

reforming and solving pressing 
policy challenges.

In May, Foreign Minister Sebas-
tian Kurz, 31, of the Austrian Peo-
ple’s Party (OVP), called for early 
elections and installed himself as 
the new party leader. Five months 
later, the dynamics have changed 
drastically. The Freedom Party is 
under pressure and Kurz is set to 
win the elections.

How did that happen?
Kurz mastered something that 

a lot of politicians attempted and 
failed at: He co-opts far-right ideas 
and markets them as centrist and 
he does it all with a friendly, calm 
but determined demeanour. In 
this campaign, he mainstreamed 
policies that were divisive at their 
core.

Kurz portrayed himself as 
sympathetic to the worries of the 
general population despite having 
been part of the ruling government 
for the last seven years. He implic-
itly accused NGOs that operate 
in the Mediterranean arena of at-
tracting refugees and therefore are 
responsible for high numbers of 
casualties. He credits himself with 
having closed the refugee route on 

the western Balkans without men-
tioning the worsening situation in 
Greek refugee camps.

Most important, he allows his 
supporters to express their intoler-
ance guilt-free, without being 
labelled racist or neo-Nazi.

Unlike Merkel, Kurz didn’t 
choose to exercise leadership 
during his time in government. 
Instead of building a coalition to 
keep populist impulses in check, 
he self-servingly harnessed the 
populist train to reach the highest 
political office. Heinz-Christian 
Strache, the leader of the Freedom 
Party, tolerates Kurz’s methods as 
the price of admission for joining a 
coalition government with him.

This Faustian bargain is nothing 
new. Austria had such a coalition 
in 2000. The only difference is that 
this time the EU Commission in 
Brussels will not impose sanctions. 
Democratic backsliding was once 
the exception in Europe. It may 
soon become the norm.

As much as Merkel’s and Kurz’s 
political strategies differ (their par-
ties are sister-parties), they face a 
common challenge: Populism isn’t 
just reshaping politics from the 

bottom up; politics is also reshap-
ing populism from the top down.

Political leadership can fan the 
flames of anger and resentment 
towards immigrants or ease their 
integration. Kurz has put party in-
terest and personal ambition above 
social cohesion. In appealing to 
emotions over reason, he exacer-
bated the challenge that populism 
poses to Western democracy.

Merkel’s example shows what 
is possible when political leaders 
put the interests of country ahead 
of self and party. Her approach to-
wards the refugee crisis will likely 
lead to a more stable, long-term 
outcome — not just for German 
citizens but for those risking their 
lives to find a new home.

The quest for power is self-
serving and populist incitement 
is a tool. The forces it unleashes 
may bring short-term political gain 
but the collateral damage in terms 
of deepening divisions and social 
strains is too significant to ignore. 
Democracy demands responsible 
leadership. In Europe today, two 
models are on offer. The future 
of Europe will depend on which 
gains the upper hand.
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T
he surge of the xeno-
phobic Alternative for 
Germany (AfD) party 
signals the end of Ger-
man exceptionalism in 
Europe and a serious 
weakening of Chancel-

lor Angela Merkel after 12 years in 
power. The country has been run 
from the centre right or centre left 
or by a coalition of Conservatives 
and Socialists that spread from the 
periphery of the European Union 
to its centre and most powerful 
economy.

With 13.3% of the vote AfD can 
claim 94 deputies in Berlin. Until 
now the party’s representation had 
been confined to regional parlia-
ments. It polled well mostly in the 
former East Germany, often gaining 
twice the percentage of votes as in 
the western states.

That said, the fact that the party 
suffered a split a day after scoring 
such a stunning electoral success 
suggests it will not all be plain sail-
ing for it.

Party leader Frauke Petry 
dropped a bombshell on September 
25, announcing she was quitting 
the party because she found it too 
extreme. Petry said she found the 
words of her deputy, former Chris-

tian Democrat Alexander Gauland 
— that he would “hunt Merkel or 
whoever down” and “take the 
country back” — unacceptable. 
Gauland previously upset many 
Germans by saying Germany has 
a right to be proud of what its sol-
diers achieved in two world wars.

He may have the bulk of the par-
ty behind him but by positioning 
the AfD as a “party of anarchists,” 
as Petry said, Gauland made the 
possibility of securing a coalition 
partner inconceivable.

The ideology at the heart of the 
leadership must be understood: It 
is xenophobic and fearful of immi-
grants, particularly if they are Mus-
lim. It is a broad church that brings 
together conservatives baffled and 
annoyed at Merkel’s decision to 
admit 1 million refugees, predomi-
nately from the Middle East and 
Africa, and right-wing ideologues 
who, like their peers in France’s 
National Front party, are haunted 
by a sense of cultural decline and 
fear of Islam.

This fear of the essentially Mus-
lim “other” now stalks the politics 
of France, Hungary, Poland and 
Sweden.

Germany had appeared to be  
an island of calm in a stormy sea.  

Merkel was the great survivor as 
former French President François 
Hollande and former British Prime 
Minister David Cameron sunk in 
waves of populism. Germany had 
stable leadership. Therein, how-
ever, lay the problem.

Campaigning on a theme of 
cheery optimism, Germany 
brushed many issues under the 
carpet. Like in France, the Social-
ist Democratic Party’s (SPD) failure 
to defend marginalised workers 
who were getting poorer led to a 
switch of votes to the AfD. The SPD 
slumped to its lowest vote since 
1948 while the conservative Chris-
tian Democratic Union (CDU/CSU) 
received fewer votes than in any 
time since 1948.

More Germans, notably pension-
ers, are having difficulty making 
ends meet; many need two jobs to 
survive. Flexibility is the key word. 
Nearly 60% of the country’s wealth 
belongs to 10% of all Germans. 
Inequality is rising and the feeling 
of frustration is particularly strong 
in former East German states.

The surge of the AfD and its 
anti-establishment tone have solid 
socio-economic foundations. First 
it was anti-euro, then it switched 
to being anti-immigrant. By failing 

to explain her U-turn on refugees 
in 2015, Merkel sowed the seeds of 
distrust. If wealth is distributed less 
and less equitably, as it is in Britain, 
a reaction is bound to come. Near 
full employment in Germany 
makes the frustration of lower pay 
even greater

Just as Britain’s Brexit vote sub-
verted the established order, Ger-
many’s consensus-driven model 
has shown its weakness if not its 
limits. The model is extremely 
fractured. Matters were aggravated 
by the lack of state spending on 
schools, hospitals and roads from 
2011-17, when millions of foreign-
ers (mostly Europeans until 2015) 
entered the country. Strict budget 
discipline is a virtue until it fails 
its political test by encouraging 
extremism.

A xenophobic party in the Bun-
destag will complicate the way Ger-
many interacts with Europe. What 
there is little doubt about is that 
Germany is likely to play hardball 
with its eastern neighbours who 
refused to accept any refugees in 
2015, to the fury of many CDU/CSU 
members. Germany might well play 
hardball where refugees in general 
are concerned. Europe is entering a 
new age.
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Steady course. Supporters hold posters as German Chancellor Angela Merkel walks on stage at the 
headquarters of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) in Berlin, on September 24.                                (AP)


