
The extreme right in Germany, 1945–80

After the capitulation of Nazi Germany, the country was briefly occupied
and divided into zones by the main four allied forces (France, the Soviet
Union, the United Kingdom and the United States). Because of the occupa-
tion and the allied denazification policy, political organisations were initially
severely hindered in their development. They could, for instance, only
organise at the community and later the zone level (Backes and Jesse 1993).
Moreover, the fact that only parties with a democratic character could con-
test elections limited the electoral possibilities of right-wing extremist move-
ments. The ending of the Allied controlled licence duty for political parties
in 1948 and the increasing polarisation of the East–West relations, with the
divided Germany at its heart, created some space for them.

Between 1946 and 1952 several extreme right parties were founded and
allowed in the three zones of the western part of Germany, which in 1949
became the Federal Republic of Germany (further Germany or FRG). Most
of these parties never grew beyond a regional basis. One of the few parties
that did have a wider impact was the Deutsche Konservative Partei-Deutsche
Rechtspartei (German Conservative Party, German Right-Wing Party). It
received 8.1 per cent of the votes in the 1949 state election in Lower Saxony,
which gave it the right to five seats in the Bundestag (the German parlia-
ment).1 After several ideological disputes within the parliamentary faction,
the majority of the delegates founded a new party in 1950, the Deutsche

1 Until 1956 the ‘5 per cent hurdle’ applied only at the state (Land) level. If a party gained
more than five per cent in one state it gained entry in the federal parliament. With the amend-
ments to the electoral law in 1953 and 1956 the electoral system became as follows: every
German has two votes, the Erststimme (first vote) is cast for a candidate in a constituency, the
Zweitstimme (second vote) for a party list at the state level. The second vote determines the
final percentage of parliamentary seats, the first vote (in part) the people that occupy these seats.
A party needs more than 5 per cent at the federal level, or the majority in three constituencies,
to gain entry in the Bundestag (Von Beyme 1983: 26).
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Reichspartei (German Reich Party, DRP).2 The main representative of the
first right-wing extremist wave,3 however, was the Sozialistische Reichspartei
(SRP), which received 11.0 and 7.7 per cent in the 1951 state elections in
respectively Lower Saxony and Bremen.4 After October 1952 the first wave
ebbed away after the SRP had been banned on the grounds of its neo-Nazi
character. In the following three months more than sixty-one successors to
the SRP were also banned (Knütter 1991).

Consequently, the DRP remained as the strongest right-wing extremist
party in (West-)Germany. However, the party soon suffered various set-
backs. In 1961 it suffered a defeat at the parliamentary election, gaining a
mere 0.8 per cent, which led to an internal power struggle and a split of the
militant faction of the party. As a reaction to its marginalisation DRP lead-
ers contacted prominent members of other nationalist parties, among them
members of the folding Deutsche Partei (German Party, DP) and the Gesamt-
deutsche Partei (All-German Party). Their primary goal was to found a new
political party, which would become the reservoir of the fragmented German
nationalist right-wing. On 28 November 1964 it was founded under the
name Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands (NPD). The second wave
of German right-wing extremism had begun.

The NPD wanted to create the appearance of being a national-conserva-
tive party with a leadership without a Nazi past. The chairman of the party
became Fritz Thielen, in 1945 co-founder of the Christlich-Demokratische
Union (Christian Democratic Union, CDU) in Bremen and later chairman of
the national-conservative DP. The choice of Thielen also served another
purpose, namely that the NPD was a collection of different (national-con-
servative) parties rather than a revamping of the (extreme right) DRP. The
real power, however, was in the hands of former DRP leader Adolf von
Thadden.5 Moreover, a large group within the leadership did have a Nazi
past: two-thirds of the party executive had been member of Hitler’s NSDAP,
from which another two-thirds had either joined before 1933 (the year it
took over power) or had occupied a high position in the Nazi regime
(Niethammer 1967).

26 Germany

2 For an overview of the histories of these parties, see the relevant chapters in Tauber (1967);
Stöss (1983/84); Dudek and Jaschke (1984).

3 Three (short) waves of right-wing extremism in (West-)Germany are generally distinguished
in the literature (see Knütter 1991; Zimmermann and Saalfeld 1993; Wetzel 1994). The first
wave was characterised by the short-lived electoral success of the SRP in the 1948–52 period;
the second wave by that of the NPD between 1964 and 1969; the third wave started at the
beginning of the 1980s, increasing at the end of that decade with the successes of the REP and
to a lesser extent the DVU.

4 Unless indicated differently, all electoral results cited here are based on Stöss (1991).
5 Niethammer (1967: 26) describes von Thadden as ‘the spder in the web of the party lead-

ership’. For a description of the man who became the personification of Germany’s second
wave of right-wing extremism, see Jesse (1990).
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The NPD developed into a full-fledged political party within a few years.
In 1967 its organisation extended over almost the whole territory of the
FRG, relying heavily on the still existing party organisation of the DRP, with
a presence in 75 per cent of all German cities and all ten states (Niethammer
1967: 28). Within a short period of time its membership increased dramat-
ically. The party had started with only 473 members at the inaugural meet-
ing in November 1964, yet at the end of 1966 this figure had risen to over
25,000. This was probably for a large part the spillover effect of the ongo-
ing electoral successes. The party began with a modest 2.0 per cent of the
votes in the 1965 parliamentary election. This was well under the federal 5
per cent hurdle needed to gain entry into the federal Parliament, but more
than twice what its ‘predecessor’, the DRP, had received at the previous par-
liamentary election. Within a year the NPD won 7.8 and 7.4 per cent in state
elections in Hesse and Bavaria respectively. At the state election in Baden-
Württemberg in April 1968 the party reached its peak with 9.8 per cent and
with this result it had achieved a total of sixty-one seats in seven (out of ten)
German state parliaments and some 600 representatives in regional and
local councils throughout the country (Stöss 1991: 147). The ongoing elec-
toral successes also led to a growing interest in the party by the German
state. In the late 1960s the government indicated on several occasions that
it was considering a constitutional ban of the party because of its alleged
extremist character (Dudek and Jaschke 1984).

In 1967 the NPD suffered a short ‘power struggle’ when Von Thadden
decided to step out of the shadow and replaced Thielen as chairman. His
‘coup’ was little more than a surgical correction and changed nothing in the
(electoral) appeal of the party. At the beginning of 1969 the NPD seemed to
have reached its goal of becoming the reservoir of the German extreme right
with no less than 72 per cent of all ‘organised’ right-wing extremists6 in Ger-
many being members of the party (Arndt and Schardt 1989: 284). Most
other right-wing extremist parties had either lost their members to the party
or had called upon the remaining members to vote for the NPD at elections.
The only relevant person in right-wing extremist circles that kept resisting
its omnipotence was the influential Gerhard Frey, owner, publisher and chief
editor of the most important nationalist newspapers in Germany (see chap-
ter 3). Frey remained sceptical about the party and only reluctantly appealed
to his readers to vote NPD in the 1969 parliamentary election (Backes and
Jesse 1993: 87).

The 1969 election was approached with much confidence by the NPD. Its
slogan Man kann wieder wählen (One can vote again) did put the finger at
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6 By ‘organised’ right-wing extremists are generally meant all persons that are member of any
organisation that is officially registered as right-wing extremist by the German State. For an
overview of these organisations and the ‘official’ number of organised right-wing extremists, see
the annual Verfassungsschutzberichten (further VSB).
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the sore spot of German politics of that time: the Grand Coalition. This gov-
ernment coalition of the two major parties, the Union block of the CDU and
the Bavarian Christlich-Soziale Union (Christian Social Union, CSU) and the
Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (German Social Democratic Party,
SPD), combined with the traditionally weak opposition of the Freie
Demokratische Partei (Free Democratic Party, FDP), gave the NPD the
opportunity to present itself as the only authentic (right-wing) opposition
party. Within the media and scholarly community a substantial electoral suc-
cess of the NPD was anticipated too. The German left-wing liberal weekly
Die Zeit, for instance, reported already on 9 February 1968:

In the fall of 1969, after the parliamentary election, the President will have to
welcome a new party and a new parliamentary party leader to the Parliament
hall: Adolf v. Thadden and his men of the NPD. There is almost no doubt about
this. The only thing that is still unclear is precisely how many national-democ-
rats will enter Parliament – whether 25, as opinion pollers say, or even 50, as
optimists in the NPD central office suspect. (reprinted in Dudek and Jaschke
1984: 286–7)

In the event, the election resulted in a complete disaster with the party win-
ning ‘only’ 4.3 per cent and no seats in the Bundestag. This was the begin-
ning of the end for the NPD, as became clear in the following year. At state
elections in among others Bavaria, North Rhine-Westphalia and Hesse the
party remained well under the 5 per cent hurdle. The rapid collapse led the
government to abandon its preparations for a possible ban on the party. The
mere threat of a ban appeared to have been effective, not only outside of the
party (scaring away possible voters) but even within (Dudek and Jaschke
1984).

The internal struggle, which had been suppressed by the collective eupho-
ria over the seemingly never ending electoral successes in the preceding
years, broke out with great vehemence after the electoral defeats. Militant
members openly indicted the parliamentary strategy of the party leadership
and called for more extraparliamentary activism, partly in reaction to the
highly successful actions of the extreme left Außerparlamentarische Opposi-
tion (Extraparliamentary Opposition) of that time. In November 1971 Von
Thadden stepped down as party chairman, arguing that the NPD had got out
of control. Before he went, however, he made sure that his successor was a
confidant, Martin Mußgnug. In protest against the continuation of the
‘moderate’ law-abiding course a group of some 400 militants left the NPD
and founded the extraparliamentary group Aktion Neue Rechte (Action New
Right, ANR) shortly thereafter.7 Between 1972 and 1979 the NPD became

28 Germany

7 The ANR tried to integrate nationalism and socialism into a ‘national-revolutionary’ doc-
trine and, though itself unsuccessful, became a starting point of many right-wing extremist
activists of the 1970s (see Bartsch 1975; Dudek and Jaschke 1984).
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more and more run down. As electoral successes failed to materialise the
number of council seats decreased from 426 in 1971 to only thirteen at the
end of 1979 (Arndt and Schardt 1989: 287).8 However, the problems of the
NPD were not restricted to electoral support. The membership dropped dra-
matically and fluctuated around a mere 8,000 at the end of the 1970s. In a
final attempt to turn things for the better, the party leadership tried to come
to an agreement with Frey, who even became a member of the NPD in 1975
after having been guaranteed a nomination as vice-chairman by Mußgnug
and Von Thadden. But the membership was only short-lived. The nomina-
tion met with fierce resistance within the party and Frey was defeated at the
party conference. In the summer of 1976 he left the NPD, advising his read-
ership to vote CDU/CSU (Schmollinger 1984).

In the 1970s the law-abiding image of the NPD was badly damaged by
neo-Nazi terrorist groups that surfaced in its environment, especially that of
its youth movement, the Junge Nationaldemokraten (Young National
Democrats, JN). The many scandals resulted not only in a dramatic fall in
the membership figures of the NPD, but also in its electoral results. By 1971
the party had lost all its seats in the various state parliaments, generally
receiving around 3 per cent (Stöss 1991). At the end of the 1970s the ongo-
ing decay had reduced the NPD to a ‘less-than-one-per-cent-party’. The
decrease in both members and votes (and thus seats) also had a dramatic
financial effect on the party. Because of its low electoral support the NPD
often could not appeal for the so-called Wahlkampfkostenrückerstattung, i.e.
a state refund of the costs of the election campaign.9 As a consequence, it was
at the edge of bankruptcy on several occasions.

At the beginning of the 1980s the NPD tried to revitalise as well as
improve its image by founding regional single-issue parties. In 1980 the
Bürgerinitiative Ausländerstopp (Citizens Initiative to Stop Foreign Immi-
gration) was founded in North Rhine-Westphalia and in 1982 the Kieler
Liste für Ausländerbegrenzung (Kiel List to Limit Foreign Immigration) and
Hamburger Liste für Ausländerstopp (Hamburg List to Stop Foreign Immi-
gration) followed. These parties presented themselves as independent
protest movements with a single issue: foreign immigration. This had been
made into one of the most important issues of the NPD since 1979, under
strong pressure from the powerful JN. Nevertheless, the ideological renewal
could not stem the lingering malaise of the party. The membership decreased

The extreme right in Germany 29

8 This was not only caused by internal factors. For instance, the end of the Grand Coalition
and the subsequent polarisation of domestic and foreign politics between the social-liberal gov-
ernment and the christian democratic opposition made it possible for (moderate) nationalist
right-wing voters to support the CDU/CSU again (Stöss 1988).

9 Since 1967 German political parties that gain a certain percentage of the votes in an elec-
tion, initially 2.5 and soon after 0.5 per cent, receive state funding of five DM per vote for the
party’s election campaign (Haller and Deiters 1989: 264; also Conradt 1989: 123).
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further and stabilised after 1982 at some 6,200. In the various state and par-
liamentary elections it remained well below 1 per cent. The once prospering
NPD, reservoir of German nationalism during the second wave of post-war
right-wing extremism, had become a sectarian group of militant outcasts.
The third wave of right-wing extremism would be caused and dominated by
two new political parties.

30 Germany
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