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Abstract  
The main thesis of this text is that politics has lost its claim to make gener-
ally valid decisions for the whole of society. It interprets both Donald Trump 
and the ‘Alternative für Deutschland’ (AfD) as solutions to that problem. By 
understanding the votes of their supporters not so much as votes for a per-
son or a party, but as votes against the political system itself, it tries to 
avoid the usual demonization of populist politics and persons and, instead, 
focuses on social functions and structures. 
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Introduction 
It would appear that all spheres of society are currently experiencing major 
structural changes. These changes can be observed especially in the politi-
cal sphere where we find indications that politics has relinquished its claim 
to make generally valid decisions for the whole of society.  
 
The reasons for this crisis are, as always, diverse. In general, it appears that 
respect for politicians and trust in politics have reached an all-time low: 
“People no longer trust that politicians will represent their interests and 
ideals”.1 The rebellion of the citizens2 has become a rebellion against poli-
tics itself. Consequently, this frustration initially took shape outside of the 
political system, in the explosion of protests all around the world, in social 
movements like the, Arab Spring or the‚ ‘Turkish Summer’. Although many 

                                                 
1
 I. Krastev, Democracy Disrupted: The Politics of Global Protest (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2014).   
2
 J. Gerhards, “Der Aufstand des Publikums, Eine systemtheoretische Interpretation des 

Kulturwandels in Deutschland” (The Rebellion of the Citizens, A Systemtheoretical Inter-
pretation of Cultural Change of the German Society (1960-1989)), Zeitschrift für Soziologie 
30, No. 3 (2001): 163-184.  



DONALD TRUMP AND ALTERNATIVE FÜR DEUTSCHLAND (AFD)                             38 

 

of those protests were “angry in [their] own way”. This new wave of revo-
lutionary politics shared at least one moment: a deep mistrust towards the 
state and its institutions, and a frustration with political representation, 
boiling down “to an insurgency that is anti-political at its base”.3 “Democra-
cy has been disrupted”, states Krastev. “But to what end?”4  
 
In the case of Egypt, the Arab Spring had “degenerated into renewed dicta-
torship … and into anarchy in Libya, Yemen, and also Syria”.5 The most sig-
nificant long-term impact of the protests, resumes Krastev, “may be the 
wave of reactionary politics they helped to spawn”.6 In Germany and the 
United States, on the other hand, the consequences surprisingly assumed a 
political form, albeit with some delay. 
 
In the case of Germany, it was the rise of a new party, the ‘Alternative für 
Deutschland’ (which will henceforth be referred to by its German acronym 
‘AfD’), that presented itself as an alternative to the established political 
actors. And in the case of the US, it can be seen in the protest vote of many 
Americans, who instead of a professional (‘traditional’) politician have en-
trusted a politically inexperienced outsider with the task of managing the 
affairs of their government. (When BBC reporters asked Trump supporters 
during the election campaign in 2016 what they liked about their candi-
date, the one aspect most of them agreed on was: 'He’s not a politician’.7 
 
As long as the voters could continue to demonstrate their dissatisfaction 
with politics through Trump’s election and as long as the Republicans could 
thereby hope to implement their own agenda, the risks associated with this 
choice were readily accepted by both his voters and his party. For his vot-
ers, Trump represented their chance of entering the zone of visibility, 
whereas the Republicans saw him as their chance to engage in policy-
making. Unlike many other Americans, who expressed their disaffection 
with politics by choosing not to vote, at least the voters seized this oppor-
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tunity (and after many failures, his party was finally able to implement the 
long-cherished tax reform plan). However, their choice was not so much a 
vote for Trump but a vote against the political system and its representa-
tives.  
 
A similar development took place in Germany, where the AfD managed to 
establish itself by representing extreme – xenophobic and patriotic – views 
which were excluded from the public political discourse. What had first 
taken place outside politics – as manifested in the PEGIDA (Patriotische 
Europäer gegen die Islamisierung des Abendlandes, “Patriotic Europeans 
against the Islamization of the West”) protests in Germany and the Alt 
Right movement in the US - suddenly re-entered the system, thereby un-
folding the paradox of anti-political politics. 
 
We can refer here without exaggeration to the voting out or deselection of 
the political system per se, which Trump and his team chose to label op-
tionally as either the “establishment” or a “swamp” that needs to be 
drained. At the same time, the candidate alleged that politics had fallen 
victim to impotence and incapacitation as a result of state institutions, such 
as the intelligence agencies, police, secret police, administrative agencies, 
and branches of government bureaucracy (the ‘deep state’), delegitimizing 
democratically elected leaders and wresting control of the state from poli-
tics. This allegation clearly corresponded not only to the well-known 
antipathy by political public towards bureaucracy and administration, but 
also to a widespread perception among voters that politics was only con-
cerned with itself and that its institutions would continue to function with-
out taking their needs into account, in short: without representing them. 
 
The self-limitation of politics 
Politics is not everything and is also incapable of all-encompassing control; 
since the 18th century, at the very latest, it has regulated only politically 
controllable circumstances. Politics, however, must represent the claim to 
control the whole of society – although and precisely because it only repre-
sents a subsection. In contrast to all his predecessors, Donald Trump re-
gards this self-limitation of politics to the political sphere as no longer hav-
ing any value. Consequently, the primacy of functional differentiation is 
irrelevant for Trump, namely, the idea of conceding control to the relevant 
spheres of society. He does not recognize this right for the law, the econo-
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my, the mass media, or even science; he seeks to politically control all of 
these spheres. 
 
It is certainly the case that valuing political self-limitation is a ‘Western’ 
phenomenon. It does not apply, for instance, to China, or, for that matter, 
to Russia. Yet, even those countries that deviate from the Western demo-
cratic model must solve the problem of representation.8 In China, citizens 
are subordinated to a class-based utopia. What is important is to take into 
account the whole of the population, even where this ‘whole’ is viewed as 
a racially-based unity formed through violence, which is then given access 
to education and health care, as was the case in Nazi Germany. Russia and 
Turkey also provide their population with a legal system, in which, law is 
reproduced as law, even when, to seize upon a wonderfully dry formulation 
by Luhmann, a “considerable uncertainty with respect to expectations” can 
be observed in these countries.9 Citizens of these countries – and possibly 
also the USA in the near future – who do not suffer the misfortune of being 
completely excluded from access to the law must be prepared for surprises 
when dealing with the judicial system. One should at least be aware of its 
ongoing assimilation of factors other than purely legal ones. 
 
In democratic states, the justice system is meant to protect society from 
the state deciding or predetermining everything. It is clear that politics in-
terferes, but is, at the same time, limited: it understands itself to be a social 
subsection. The “total conditioning” or complete politicization of the state, 
pursued by Erdogan, Putin, Orban et al., runs contrary to the self-limitation 
of the political sphere. In this sense, Trump’s aspiration to politically con-
trol all other social spheres is in fact ‘un-American’ or rather ‘undemocrat-
ic’. Paradoxically, it is precisely the functional differentiation that has made 
Trump and his inclusion in politics possible in the first place (just as Ameri-
can immigration policy made possible his family’s accumulation of wealth) 
and has allowed him to formulate his claims, even against the vociferous 
opposition of the ‘traditional public’. 
 
Democratic or ‘modern’ politics does not determine economic strategies, 
scientific truths, or reporting in the mass media. This clearly shows that 
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politics functions exactly as it should. Political decisions have a powerful 
impact on all these spheres, but it would be better to say that they act as 
an irritation: politics, acting from outside, cannot control the processes 
within these domains. In other words, collectively binding political deci-
sions on such issues as taxes, redistribution of wealth, support, and prohi-
bitions cannot control the behavior of society with respect to these deci-
sions. It is impossible to know in advance if tax incentives for certain in-
vestments will result in the desired effect, i.e. if the promotion of particular 
sectors, such as coal, will have a positive impact on the competitiveness of 
businesses. Some decisions can even result in the opposite of what was 
originally envisaged. This is obviously because not everything in society de-
pends on political factors. It is precisely and only political factors that poli-
tics can control. It is true that politics claims to be able to manage society 
as a whole, but this is merely political fiction; the factual possibilities open 
to politics are limited by its function. This function does not entail control-
ling society, but rather the reaching of collectively binding decisions, which 
in most cases are valid throughout the country. The law serves the function 
of producing normative expectations of security, the function of the educa-
tional system lies in the production of competencies and skills, science pro-
duces methodically controlled knowledge, the economy concerns itself 
with matters of scarcity, and the mass media provides society with a self-
description, as in Armin Nassehi’s variant, ‘the mass media‚ simulate a 
whole world’.10 All of these separate entities solve different problems and 
do so obstinately in their own way. They can only take into account the 
‘obstinacy’ of other entities, spheres, or systems in the form of irritations. 
In this respect, we would like to address the issue of various ‘system inter-
ests’. (In another, much longer text, the author of this Article have at-
tempted to outline the systemic lines of conflict that are apparent in the 
Trump presidency). The conclusion reached is that the supposed chaos in 
the White House is anything but chaotic. Everything is ‘in order’ in the 
sense that the situation fits a fundamental pattern; either the autonomy of 
the social subsections is simply ignored by the current American govern-
ment, not consciously considered or explicitly questioned.11  
 
Trump’s statements on the legal disputes relating to his travel ban, for in-
stance, show that he is repulsed by the self-subjugation to legal regulations 
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usually practiced in Western politics. The fact that regulation is not the 
same as jurisprudence not only does not interest him, but he also regards it 
as somewhat suspect. This also holds for his positions on other social sub-
sections, such as his desire to run the USA like a business as well as his 
general disdain for scientific expertise. Following his taking the oath of of-
fice, Trump directly banned every scientist working for a federal agency, 
whether with the EPA, health authorities, NASA, or even the government 
weather service from engaging in communication via social media (some in 
the media publically refer – in the usual exaggerated fashion – of a ‘Blitz-
krieg’ against science).12 But to insist that he is right with respect to legal 
issues is far more important for Trump. This is understandable. Only when 
the travel ban’s ‘exclusive’ values take on a legal form binding on every-
body could behavior deviating from these rules be liable to prosecution and 
subject to criminal sanctions. His election to the office of president has ap-
parently already initiated a cultural transformation, which has made both 
sexual offensiveness and discrimination against foreigners more socially 
acceptable. This transformation, however, can only be institutionalized at 
the highest level after having been molded to fit the constraints of legal 
regulations. The current debate in the USA concerning sexual harassment 
does not serve as a counter-argument, but rather supports this thesis. The 
hysteria displayed over the controversy clearly indicates the great need for 
rectification. The difference is one between two areas of society and their 
different ‘audiences’: the entertainment industry, relying on consumers, 
and democratic politics, relying on voters. As the recent Alabama election 
has shown, Republican voters are willing to ignore accusations of pedophil-
ia as long as their candidate wins: “This Roy Moore saga is unassailable 
proof that the prime motivating factor in today's Republican Party is hatred 
towards liberals, far more than standing for anything that they believe 
in”.13 It is another indication of the growing rigidity and political polarisa-
tion in the USA, a trend that Matthew Gentzkow has been able to prove 
empirically in his book “Polarization” published in 2016. 
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Disloyal oppositions 
It might make sense here to reverse the usual perspective. Seen functional-
ly, Trump and the AfD are not taken as problems, but as solutions to the 
crisis of authority in politics. If we consider Trump or the AfD as problems, 
we assume that society has made a mistake and had behaved incorrectly, if 
not ‘dysfunctionally’. Yet, society is not an actor, nor does it possess free 
will – should such a thing even exist beyond narratives. What we find in 
society are solutions to problems, in other words, functions – political, le-
gal, etc. It is not politics that has a problem, but rather us, in particular 
those on the left, who have a problem with politics and especially with 
Donald Trump and the AfD. But as ever, the sphere of politics solves the 
problem of collectively binding decisions.  
 
Both Trump and the, ‘Alternative für Deutschland’ AfD have embraced the 
right themes and have included the motif of protest in their agendas. Their 
approach, which can be characterized as populism, is to tell the people 
what they want to hear, sometimes, but not necessarily, against one’s bet-
ter judgment. As Peter Fuchs has pointed out, the so-called non-populists 
are ironically considered populists by the populists. The intellectually right-
eous rightists are populists, the intellectually acceptable rightists are con-
servative, so only ‘a little populist'. This, of course, is an assessment that is 
somewhat populist in itself.14 
 
An important aspect of the populist strategy, therefore, is to forego any 
measured, ‘rational’ explanations in favor of stories or narratives. Other-
wise, Trump and the AfD would have had to say to their voters that many 
of the problems they criticized, such as those observed in connection with 
globalization, are simply irresolvable. Yet, this is of no concern to the popu-
list, rather, what is important is to represent a milieu or a group. In contrast 
to both Trump and her eliminated rival Bernie Sanders, Hillary Clinton was 
not successful in producing a similarly convincing or viable narrative. (We 
will return to the importance of a convincing narrative later.) 
 
What unites Trump voters is not so much a specific ideology but their rejec-
tion of politics in and of itself. This observation also applies with respect to 
the AfD, as pensioners as well as young voters, the unemployed and high 
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earners, the educated and the less-educated alike voted for them. This 
serves to support the argument that in both cases – Trump and the AfD – 
we are observing a phenomenon taking place throughout the whole of so-
ciety and uniting all conceivable social strata.15  
 
The basic principle of democracy can be observed in the practice of be-
stowing legitimacy to a state office by electing a candidate through a ma-
jority vote to serve in the post for a limited time period. In order to choose 
someone other than the incumbent of a political office, it is necessary to 
establish an opposition, whose candidate could eventually assume the 
post. This is why over the course of time; this opposing side came to be 
regarded as a legitimate part of the political system. Disloyal interests are 
thereby transformed into a ‘loyal opposition’, as was the case in 19th centu-
ry Britain. Nassehi here draws attention to the fact that democratic politics 
is always already divided, and it is precisely this division that allows for in-
clusion.16 The perception of Trump and AfD voters, however, is that the 
government and the opposition arrange everything between themselves 
without taking into account voter interests. This view – that politics contin-
ues to play its game uncoupled and independent of voter interests, while 
the opposition, as part of the establishment, plays along with the govern-
ment, entailing that true opposition and, therefore, real inclusion no longer 
exists – led to voters endorsing the hyped-up, aggressive style of Trump, 
who successfully embodied this disloyal opposition. 
  
In modern states, the ideal of general inclusion serves as the guarantor of a 
loyal minority, in other words, those not included among voters for the ma-
jority party in the country’s political representative body (parliament). It 
guarantees that this minority adheres to the common rules of life in - a 
democratic - society. Such rules include tolerating and not harassing those 
with dissenting views, and that police will not mishandle arrested persons. 
Trump’s voters felt that this inclusion was no longer being ensured. As a 
result of electing their candidate to the office of president, a leader who 
only takes into account the interests of his own clientele and who, as pre-
viously mentioned, no longer even pretends to be concerned with the na-
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tion’s citizens as a whole, a remarkable situation has transpired: the exclu-
sion that Trump voters so vehemently opposed has now been institutional-
ized and the disregard for the rules of society has, to a great extent, been 
legitimized. And this has led to another peculiarity: the majority in the USA 
has become the minority. One could simply point to the eccentricities of 
the American electoral system, in which Hillary Clinton garnered more 
votes than her opponent, yet still failed to win the office of president.17  
 
The importance of political narratives 
Armin Nassehi has suggested that the determination of political functions 
be correspondingly expanded so that they not only begin with the produc-
tion of collectively binding decisions, but include the production of this col-
lective in the first place through relevant targeting or addressing activi-
ties.18 In this respect as well, the Trump government would repudiate the 
determination of political functions, as its decisions are not addressed col-
lectively to the citizens of the USA, but rather only to the Trump electorate, 
consisting of ‘real Americans’. Trump is not exactly (or no longer) interest-
ed in the capacity for collective consent or collective acceptance, which, in 
turn, minimizes the binding force of his decisions, as has been apparent in 
the resistance by individual states towards his decisions, in particular to his 
decision to rescind protections for undocumented people brought to the 
United States illegally as children,19 and the opposition of many judges to 
his travel ban (not to mention opposition from government officials, such 
as James Comey and Sally Yates). 
 
Nassehi’s expanded concept is also helpful in understanding the narrative 
of ‘making America great again’, the “imagined community” (Benedict An-
derson) of real Americans that Trump offers up. Although this community is 
imaginary, it is by no means pure fantasy – it must be continuously re-
newed with the help of relevant narratives. One element of this narrative is 
the ‘establishment’, which, as previously mentioned, serves to legitimize 
Trump’s previous failures; another element is the narrative of animosity 
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displayed by other countries towards the USA. This is precisely the reason 
for Trump’s success, despite his lack of political knowledge, as politics has 
always been about the ability to produce narratives that demonstrate a 
binding effect and guarantee loyalty. Factual plausibility plays a role, but it 
is not a decisive one. We are concerned here not with a factual or scientific 
assessment of a taken decision, but rather with its political nature. Nassehi 
refers to the “semantic claims” of politics,20 which hold precedence over de 
facto technical competence.  
 
Trump’s narrative, although it is relevant to and operates in the USA, does 
not hold these states together as a ‘collective’. In contrast to all previous 
elections, Trump’s victory did not bring harmony among the states of the 
federation. The production of such a sense of unity has always been ex-
pected of American presidents. They are supposed to overcome internal 
pluralities and cultural differences. Instead, Trump and his followers imag-
ine a true America imprisoned within a false one, to vary Adorno’s famous 
phrase from Minima Moralia.21 
 
In this sense one could indeed question the maturity of the current Ameri-
can government, as it does not seem able to strike a balance between fac-
tual and social quality, which also helps to explain the high level of support 
for the government among Republicans as well as the historically low ap-
proval ratings by Americans as a whole. Trump’s narrative has not been 
able to assume the role of a social bond that includes and unites all Ameri-
cans. He raises the ‘division of narrative’, which we find implemented by 
various parties, to the level of government, thereby transforming the mi-
lieu, experiences, and interests of his voters into a ‘government narrative’. 
He can therefore clearly afford to appear – at least in the eyes of his sup-
porters – incompetent in factual matters, such as globalization or climate 
protection. 
 
This point is particularly interesting in connection with an important ele-
ment of his narrative – the criticism of the political elite. Indeed, this elite 
would be in a much better position to manage the detailed and technical 
level of politics than an outsider like Trump or even democratic politicians, 
who attain public office through the will of the people. Not only do scholars 
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have forwarded such an argument,22 it can also be recognized in how the 
Chinese describe their own political system.23 According to this position, 
the general population, due to its lack of necessary knowledge, is utterly 
incapable of choosing the best candidates for political office. The election 
of Trump could certainly serve as empirical evidence for this thesis - as well 
as the image of mentally ill people voting that has been used by critics of 
democracy at least since Plato, “demonstrate the farcical nature of demo-
cratic governance, a system in which the ‘sane’ and the ‘insane’ enjoy equal 
powers”.24 It may be worthwhile to keep an eye on the question of wheth-
er such a model of comparatively stable circulation of meritocratic elite is 
superior to the instability of constantly changing governments, especially in 
light of the ascent of China. 
 
The nomination of Hillary Clinton as candidate for president has made 
Trump’s criticism of the political elite seem plausible. At the same time, this 
criticism allowed Trump to justify his own candidature, as his sphere of ac-
tion has been outside of political institutions; although he belongs to elite, 
he did not belong to the political elite. In his contract with American voters, 
Trump has indicated that he aims to reverse the decoupling of the state 
from the people (or, respectively, from the democratic decision-making 
process). Cast in a legal form and thereby contractual, this was nothing less 
than a promise to reestablish the cycle of power between politics and the 
people. Since issuing this promise, Trump has proved remarkably successful 
in constantly concealing his factual affiliation to the political system, at 
least from his own voters, through the stylization of his outsider role – be it 
through crude behavior or disclaiming responsibility for laws that he him-
self has enacted. 
 
The German solution: AfD 
The protest against politics in Germany initially took place outside of its 
institutions, mostly within the framework of the so-called PEGIDA move-
ment. The anti-political protest by self-styled “enraged citizens”, who first 
appeared on the streets and expressed their disaffection by chanting popu-
lar slogans (“We are the people”, in an attempt to recall the protests 
against the former East German regime), eventually managed to infiltrate 
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the inner sanctums of politics, with no small thanks to the ‘moral support’ 
provided by Trump. 
 
As in the case of Trump, one reason for the AfD’s success - the fact that 
they managed to secure representation in a number of German state par-
liaments in March 2016 and, in September 2017, succeeded in winning 
seats in the Bundestag (the German parliament) - lies in the production of a 
persuasive narrative. The first generation of the AfD, embodied by its lead-
ership under Bernd Lucke, still underestimated the significance of seman-
tics capable of binding voters. Lucke constantly invoked technical issues 
and political tasks, “We are neither left nor right. We have no need for ide-
ological guideposts; we only require our common sense”.25 As a profes-
sional economist, he was able to convincingly embody this expertise, as 
were many of the party’s founding members, consisting of professors, re-
tired civil servants, businessmen, and high-ranking white-collar workers. 
Eventually, they all had to yield to the ideologues, which successfully made 
use of the irrational anxiety held by some segments of the German popula-
tion towards immigrants and of the perception that the country was ‘being 
flooded with foreigners’. 
 
It should be borne in mind, however, that the narrative employed by the 
AfD is by and large independent from concrete political content26 (Nassehi 
draws attention to unusual coalitions, especially on the right wing of the 
political spectrum). The main task of this narrative is to convey the 
delegitimization of politics as a prevailing mood. The AfD also rejects the 
political system as such and protests about the decoupling of the political 
center from the periphery in order to find its purpose and existential justi-
fication in the reestablishment of this link between the people (the true 
sovereign) and politics.27  
 
The issue that formed the basis of this narrative was not, initially, that of 
foreigners or refugees, but rather that of the opaque and cumbersome Eu-
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ropean administrative apparatus, the so-called ‘deep Europe’, and, in par-
ticular the questionable euro rescue policies of the German government, 
which bestowed a certain degree of plausibility to the narrative. It was not 
a coincidence that early members of the party, such as Beatrix von Storch 
and Hans-Olaf Henkel, were also involved in the “Bündnis Bürgerwille” (Al-
liance of Citizens' Will), an anti-European movement. One of the first pro-
posed names for the new party was “Alternative for Europe”, suggested by 
Lucke, as the inclusion of “Germany” in the name was considered too na-
tionalistic. In the end, party members reached a compromise with the 
name “Alternative for Germany and Europe”. 
 
Early members of the AfD could hardly agree to anything else, whether on 
climate change or the role of Islam in Germany, and there were significant 
disagreements on whether the AfD should serve as the parliamentary arm 
of a radical opposition street movement or establish itself as a potential 
coalition partner for traditional parties. This issue remained open and lies 
at the root of many internal party controversies. According to Amann, this 
issue is still undecided, as many AfD politicians and voters do not see eye-
to-eye on a number of issues, and are, as it were, more of a union born of 
necessity. Focal issues of the party change constantly, which is why the his-
torian Paul Nolte refers to it as a “chameleon party”, whereas Amann talks 
of an “ideological patchwork program”.28  
 
In its early days, the AfD understood itself as a decidedly “liberal force” – as 
also indicated in the preamble of its party program at the time, completely 
in line with its main protagonists, Lucke and von Storch. Its critique was 
aimed at the economic failures of the then conservative-liberal governing 
coalition in Germany, and in particular at the legally and economically 
questionable policies of rescuing the euro currency. Much to the dismay of 
Lucke, the party altered its self-description, at the very latest with its vote 
against the trans-Atlantic free trade agreement (TTIP). In many respects, 
the justification for this vote reminds one of Trump’s argumentation: the 
agreement was not fair and it would be to the detriment of Germany. The 
AfD’s plea for a slim state that limits itself only to domestic security, justice, 
taxation, and foreign policy also sounds remarkably familiar. Likewise, one 
recognizes the demand to erect a bulwark against refugees, although, in 
the German case, not by building a wall, but certainly through the closing 
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of borders while, despite this demand, calling for the reduction of Europe-
an trade barriers.29  
 
This new ‘refugee narrative’, which replaced the anti-Europe narrative, al-
lowed the party to portray complex circumstances in simple categories and 
to offer its program in narrative form, just as the Brexit supporters had 
managed to do. Its main idea is that - to paraphrase a memo Stephen 
Bannon once sent to Donald Trump - the ‘liberal nonsense’ that prevailed 
in the Cold War is making Germany weak and vulnerable in the face of a 
world saturated with terrorists and immigrants.30 Foreigners, refugees, etc. 
became addressable as agents bearing responsibility and, not least of all, 
“because as foreigners they exhibit a form of visibility that has otherwise 
been lost in society”.31 Those responsible are thereby made visible and the 
complexity of the world is likewise reduced to the level of illegitimate in-
terests, also including those of certain non-visible groups (such as ‘greedy’ 
managers, ‘criminal’ beneficiaries of social welfare services, the ‘lying 
press’, etc.). Vorländer has shown that the PEGIDA protests are likewise a 
result of the East German transformation process.32 As is well known, the 
GDR was a country that not only locked in its own ‘personnel’, but also 
generally locked out the influx of people from other countries and limited 
pluralistic cultural influences. Trump’s preference is indeed to first of all 
lock out ‘undesirables’ – yet, in light of his authoritarian tendencies, he is 
not averse to thoughts of locking people in. After all, a wall functions in two 
directions, as he indicated with a tweet: “When a country is no longer able 
to say who can, and who cannot, (sic) come in & out, especially for reasons 
of safety &.  (sic) security - big Trouble!”.33  
 
Political incorrectness 
A contributing factor to the success of the AfD was in adhering to Trump’s 
rule book by deliberately breaking taboos and intentionally transgressing 
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the prevailing boundaries of ‘political correctness’. Of course, this also in-
cluded constantly berating the media (‘fake news’ for Trump, the ‘lying 
press’ for the AfD). Thor Kunkel, a best-selling author and head of the Swiss 
ad agency that came up with ideas for the party’s election campaign in Ber-
lin, captured this message in a nutshell: “One should be allowed to say 
that”.34 All AfD supporters could agree upon the context of this phrase – 
championing the freedom to say whatever one likes and the rejection of 
political correctness, here perceived as hypocritical (as, in fact, it too often 
is - it is  not without irony that even the designation ‘Alt-right’ constitutes a 
politically correct variant).35 This hypocrisy is also part of the narrative that 
the party makes use of to secure adherents. Amann points out a feature 
that is shared by all populist movements worldwide: “For many in the AfD 
milieu, the duty or requirement to be tolerant feels like repression and 
they regard respect for minorities as a marginalization of the majority”.36 
Now it is courageous to break taboos and even to be improper, just like 
Trump.  
 
Upon closer examination it becomes clear that the reasons for political cor-
rectness are structurally tied to the necessity of the equality of inclusivity, 
namely the ideal or narrative of the modern, functionally differentiated 
society, whereby every individual of the human race can in principle partic-
ipate in political, legal, economic, artistic, and scientific etc. communica-
tion. The reason is the decoupling of functions from social strata or classes 
and their society-wide deployment. This new social order can only function 
when equality is guaranteed. Trump himself is a good example of this; he 
participates in politics although he is not a politician. Bush Jr. referred to 
Obama as an example of this equality of inclusivity and also reserved this 
notion for the USA as a whole, a country with unlimited opportunities, that 
‘even’ enabled a black man to become president, thereby expressly serving 
as a representative for this ideal.37 Trump stands for this social reality, as he 
could only enter politics thanks to the validity of this ideal of inclusion, 
while at the same time, as a business man, he serves as a prime example of 
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the rampant inequality of opportunities, careers, incomes, and ways of liv-
ing found in the USA, demonstrating that the equality of inclusion is any-
thing but actual equality.  
 
In many cases, it appears that the human psyche – and not just that of 
Americans – reacts to the excess imposition of empathy processed in the 
mass media by setting up boundaries. The demand for political correctness 
has only strengthened this internal defense mechanism. This is one of the 
main reasons why many of his voters welcome Trump’s media bashing. He 
may be prone to this behavior above all in reaction to the continued criti-
cism aimed at him, but at the same time, this allows Trump to single out 
the mass media as an agent of these - somewhat excessive - moral de-
mands. From the point of view of Trump and his supporters, the mass me-
dia collaborate with politicians, predominantly from the Democratic Party, 
who impose these high demands upon them. In Trump’s tweets and com-
ments, the officially preferred version and the opinions of the ‘man in the 
street’ coincide. A similar process takes place in social media, where xeno-
phobic stories become capable of being told and where they enjoy wide 
popularity. Such stories are in fact considerably more applicable to narra-
tive than actual complex technical problems, such as the providing or con-
structing of adequate housing for immigrants. 
 
This is not the place to discuss the advantages of inequality. Our primarily 
concern here is to point out the opportunities open for Trump and the AfD 
to successfully operate within this structure. And this is not only in respect 
to the public ideal of political correctness, but also concerns the demand to 
fortify the zone of exclusion. There is no engaging in the hypocrisy of refu-
gee friendly politics for Trump, who instead would like to keep the ‘losers’ 
outside of the winners’ zone, the zone of inclusion. Trump readily acknowl-
edges the ongoing agenda that has already been partially enacted at the 
legislative level, but is otherwise not openly admitted; he wants to trans-
form the USA into a fortress in order to prevent the zone of exclusion from 
diluting the zone of inclusion. We are here dealing with a paradox that 
hardly even comes into view, except perhaps in the form of images found 
in the mass media showing us inconceivable destitution; it is the modern 
‘good’ society, the inclusive society that is responsible for this misery. 
 
By questioning political correctness, Trump, as well as the AfD, demon-
strates modern society in its operational mode: contingency or, in other 
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words, that it is possible to operate in a manner that does not correspond 
to expectations. Norms (in particular legal ones) exist only because of what 
can be anticipated, and, on that basis, mankind has devised procedures to 
resolve conflicts and violations of these norms. The American context, es-
pecially the democratic tradition of the USA, plays a special role here. The 
behavior of Donald Trump might appear as amateurish, but not exception-
ally unusual or even offensive. Thanks to Trump, the selective practice of 
the ‘modern West’, which denies its own selectivity, has become visible. 
That which most of us regard as necessary and irreplaceable values such as 
– democracy, tolerance, human rights, and equality – is denoted by Trump 
and the AfD as contingent; other values are also possible.  
 
It is this contingency of our society that we must call upon to explain not 
only the place of distinction we hold for these values, but also for the pro-
moted use of concepts of identity. These identities are precisely what 
Trump and the AfD provide their supporters – and, in turn, these offers of 
identity are presented as being non-contingent. ‘America First’ is not simply 
one concept of identity among many, but rather – for Trump’s voters – the 
only true offer, the best among all competing offers. Even the symbol of 
‘America First’ is the result of a selection, which exposes the arbitrariness 
of possibilities that could be chosen; ‘America Second’ would be a more 
accurate recognition of reality, yet the norm of being first is exactly di-
rected against this reality, just as every norm that we, in conformity with 
Niklas Luhmann, describe as “formulas for contra-factual expectations”.38 
Yet, at the same time, this selection regulates the decision, as there is no 
alternative to this alternative. It serves as an ‘inviolate level’. 
 
The zealous efforts of the mass media to repudiate the contingency ex-
posed by Trump and the AfD leaves observers somewhat panic-ridden, ter-
rified, and helpless.39 It is not only the recognition that the violation of so-
cial expectations is not punishable. It is not only that the fourth state and 
the system of checks and balances, a norm in itself, are literally powerless 
in the face of those in authority or, respectively, those who enact laws. It is 
also the insight in the powerlessness of argumentation, or, to put it anoth-
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er way, in the limits of enlightenment. Those primarily concerned with sur-
vival – and many Trump and AfD voters appear to express this concern, 
whether it be personal survival in the face of unemployment, survival of 
the great American nation as a result of globalization, or the ‘little German’ 
fearing a flood foreigners, the loss of their cultural identity, and even a re-
sultant civil war (many AfD politicians have indeed raised this specter) – 
simply do not have the energy necessary to pursue the ideal of a rational 
debate committed to the truth. Instead, they rely on the feeling of security. 
This may be a false sense of security, but it doesn’t feel like it. And it also 
provides for a much better narrative. 
 
Reason has been dealt bad cards in the modern age, especially when it 
comes to establishing clarity. Its counterpart, irrationality in the form of 
emotion, what Leibniz termed cognitio confusa (‘confused cognition’), has 
considerably greater binding force. Something appears to be at stake.  
 
What to do? 
This text is not meant to provide a plan of action along the lines of Karl 
Marx, who claimed that it was not enough to interpret the world, and that 
we need to change it instead. But what indeed needs to change is our in-
terpretation of the world.  
 
In his book Die Wiedergewinnung des Politischen, Armin Nassehi offers 
suggestions as to how it is possible to reclaim the political sphere. One of 
these suggestions is to consult with experts: “The reclamation of politics in 
the dimension of content possibly requires a renewed form of expertise, 
which must learn how to deal with cybernetic concepts such as control 
without having access to control options”.40 One should keep in mind, 
however, that the advice of these experts may indeed be expensive, yet 
still provide little of use, and this is not only because it deals with the limits 
of controllability and sings the praise of observation. As soon as expert 
knowledge is employed in politics (or, for that matter, in other functional 
areas), it relinquishes important aspects of its scientific character. This is 
because expert knowledge in politics is obliged to lead to results, while in 
science, this knowledge is the result. In politics, this must be transformed 
into collectively binding decisions. Time pressure also plays a role here, just 
as the necessity to simplify complex interrelationships – analog to the ne-
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cessity of ‘narrativeness’. While the author of this Article is able to point 
out the precarious status of this present text, such a strategy is not at all 
possible for political experts, who are unable to justify their decisions with 
reference to the uncertainty of all knowledge which, for scholars and scien-
tists, safeguards our results from criticism, but would have just the oppo-
site effect for political experts. One could speak of two completely different 
levels of requirements – a scientist who shares responsibility for a political-
ly relevant decision must satisfy greater demands than one engaging in 
‘free’ research.41  
 
In as much as Nassehi provides a lucid analysis of the situation, whose in-
terpretation this author by and large supports, while at the same time ve-
hemently disagreeing with the narrative of a ‘return’ or the re-
establishment of a previous state of affairs.42 In this sense, the title ‘The 
Reclamation of the Political’ could also be polemically read as ‘Make Poli-
tics Great Again’. But how does he want to recover the political sphere? Is 
it a matter of overcoming the granularization of society by means of a new, 
unifying narrative? Certain aspects of Nassehi’s deliberations seem to point 
in this direction. He is thereby faced with the unenviably difficult task of 
finding a solution as to how to provide narratives for complex states of af-
fairs, and is confronted with considerable problems when attempting to 
address certain groups prone to general protest in order to provide these 
groups with communicative offerings free from positions of resentment 
and fear-laden demands.43 Even his cleverly chosen concept of ‘distributed 
intelligence’ does not appear to have provided any particular assistance 
here. And as much as it is true that “we cannot be sure on a priori grounds 
that theories of adequate complexity will turn out to be unsaleable”,44 it is 
also true that in order to transform such complexity into a narrative, con-
siderable reductions have to take place. Similarly, Luhmann’s grand narra-
tive, his Theory of Society, is not nearly as inaccessible as his decidedly non-
narrative Social Systems, yet it is still far from being a historical novel. In 
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addition, a narrative dealing with functions and observers lacks the drama 
necessary for a captivating and moving story.  
 
Apart from this rather technical difficulty remains another matter, which is 
far more important. The point of departure for the concept of postmoder-
nity is the thesis of the end of grand narratives. Should, of all things, a new 
grand political narrative be what it takes to overcome the end of grand nar-
ratives and to reach the whole of society? (In fact, post-modernist theory is 
itself nothing other than a grand narrative, as Luhmann ironically re-
marked, even though it is better described as a métarécrit - a metanarra-
tive.) The plurality of narratives, of discursive possibilities, cannot be re-
scinded with the emergence an additional, universally applicable possibil-
ity. On the contrary, efforts towards harmonization only lead to greater 
diversity, as Zygmunt Baumann remarks: “... the foremost paradox of the 
frantic search for communal grounds of consensus is that it results in more 
dissipation and fragmentation, more heterogeneity. The drive to synthesis 
is the major cause of endless bifurcations. Each attempt at convergence 
and synthesis leads to new splits and divisions... . The search for communi-
ty turns into a major obstacle to its formation”.45 Luhmann therefore claims 
that the unity of society can only be asserted as paradox, not as principle 
any longer.46  
 
What one could do in the field of science or theory would be to offer a dif-
ferent interpretation by developing a theory of the ‘irrationality of commu-
nicative action’, which no longer relies on rationality as a premise in the 
pursuit of consensus.47 Yet, despite these phenomena, which have become 
all too conspicuous due to Trump and Brexit, sociology has up until now 
conceded too much power to the scope of argument and the search for 
consensus. Opponents of both Trump and the AfD demand rationality – 
and by doing that, appeal to what is ‘non-negotiable’. However, someone 
merely invoking rationality – saying this or that is rational – will not result 
in the process of communication conforming to the conditions of rationali-
ty. This expectation is completely naive and does not do justice to the 
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needs and anxieties of Trump and AfD voters, just like arachnophobia can-
not be overcome by mere arguments. The characteristic of these diffuse 
negative ideas and images used by Trump and AfD and their voters is pre-
cisely that they cannot be refuted by rational arguments, neither by logic 
nor by experience.48 Their vagueness defies any verifiability. What we re-
quire appears to be a combination of sociology and psychotherapy or social 
psychotherapy. Decisive work has been done in this direction by Elliott 
Jaques in the 1950s,49 and, subsequent work has been presented by, 
among others.50 
 
It may therefore also make sense to take into account discoveries from 
neurobiology in order to develop new outcome models. One could here 
consider the case of some individuals who have undergone psychotherapy 
and decades later, as a result of certain stressful situations, exhibit their 
previous behavioral patterns and emotional reactions, although these were 
considered to be “worked out” as a result of therapy and to have com-
pletely receded into the background. Similarly, among Trump and AfD vot-
ers, certain social behavioral patterns of intolerance and racism, long be-
lieved to have been overcome, have, along with the associated belief in a 
strong leader, erupted once again. Consequently, sociology and political 
theory must include the recognition that parts of our limbic system influ-
ence our emotions and temperament at various levels of our psyche. At the 
very least, this is necessary in order to provide a realistic appraisal of the 
possibilities for social modification, as vulnerability and resilience are 
neurobiologically anchored, even when they are closely linked to environ-
mental influences. This approach has already yielded initial insights. Kaplan 
et al. have shown how defense mechanisms come into play when we are 
confronted with unpleasant truths – so-called counter-evidence or, one 
might say, ‘alternative facts’ - that threaten our convictions. Reactions can 
be similar to those evoked by physical, life-threatening attacks.51 The pious 
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hope that narrow-minded people are open to argument is revealed to be 
just that – pious.  
 
In any case, this author rejects the claim that a de-differentiation of sys-
tems has occurred, a currently popular thesis touted in the mass media. 
The concept of ‘politainment’, too, is not a sign of a fusion of the two 
spheres, but marks a difference that can be observed either from the per-
spective of politics or from that of entertainment - as political entertain-
ment or entertaining politics.52 The essential structures of modern society 
continue to exist. This can also be empirically verified with respect to 
Trump. It is political decisions that made such a reaching out into the envi-
ronment possible – and to nominate Trump as the GOP’s candidate was 
one such decision. We should not forget that Trump first had to win the 
necessary number of votes - which he clearly achieved with 1237 votes - in 
order to officially become the GOP’s candidate for president.  
 
Furthermore, we should keep in mind that the public's dislike of bureaucra-
cy and administration and of the state as a whole is neither a coincidence 
nor an error that could be remedied by a narrative or ‘promotional enlight-
enment’. By no means do we deny that a massive increase in this aversion 
can be observed; that is precisely what the term crisis signifies. But such a 
stereotypical negative image also fulfills a positive function in society.53 It 
helps by facilitating and disburdening, as people can address their protest 
and disappointment – which, again, can also be considered from a psycho-
logical perspective also and especially because this address is not reachable 
by post. As such, this negative image is part of the basic orientation of the 
political public. 
 
Instead of giving in to the use of the alarming term ‘crisis’ and calling for 
action - as Luhmann pointed out, ‘alarm’ ultimately means ”à l’arme”, take 
up arms54 - it may therefore be more useful to trust in the self-healing 
powers of the system. Certain developments can already be observed that 
appear to indicate a recovery or reclamation of the political - for instance 
the fact that more and more women are making their way into politics 
since Trump took office. The organization Emily's List, which assists women 
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in applying for political office, claims to have received a total of 25,000 en-
quiries since the November 2016 election, having received a mere 920 in 
2016.55 The organization Emerge America, which recruits and coaches 
women for political positions, has recorded an 85 percent increase in appli-
cations compared to 2016.56  
 
Bart Somers, the Mayor of Mechelen, Belgium, and winner of the 2016 
World Mayor Prize, successfully introduced a model to fight radicalization, 
unraveling the paradox posed by the granularization of society simply by 
accepting it (and also en passant pointing at the new importance cities may 
play in a globalized world). Instead of imposing an identity upon his citizens 
from the outside and distinguishing between Muslims and non-Muslims, 
natives and immigrants, and potential victims of discrimination and poten-
tial offenders or criminals, this model takes into account that every individ-
ual consists of multiple identities. In a similar vein, Ian Krastev has been 
warning politicians against using anti-populist rhetoric: “The more one as-
sumes that these people are fascists, the more they will become fascists. 
These people have no identity, they have no common political ideology... . 
If we keep telling them who they are, then we create an identity that they 
will accept”.57 However important the narrative of multiple identities may 
be, in particular for Somers himself, it was not the narrative, but rather the 
efficacy of measures taken by Somers that exerted a binding force in 
Mechelen, resulting in a massive reduction in the radicalization of young 
people and greatly enhancing the trust in citizen’s place in politics. 
 
That is not to say, to refer to Paul Valéry's famous 1919 essay, that the col-
lective forms integrated by functional differentiation (nous autres, civilisa-
tions) are not mortal; social relationships are as precarious as natural ones, 
a democracy has the same fragility as a life. We know today that even min-
imal shifts in circumstances can have massive consequences. Do we need 
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to worry about democracy? Is it an endangered species? As befits a mod-
ern society, even if the debate is dominated by certain pessimism, the an-
swers to this question vary. Kurlantzick speaks of a “democracy melt-
down”,58 Diamond has observed what he calls a “democracy recession” for 
most of the last decade59, and Fukuyama also sees deficiencies in the per-
formance of democracies in recent years60; others, like Steven Levitsky and 
Lucan Way, disagree, even calling the democratic recession a myth61 – 
something that did not nonetheless prevent Levitzky and Daniel Ziblatt 
from publishing a book this year whose title bluntly stresses the mortality 
of democracies.62  
 
Although we should not make the mistake of equating democracy with pol-
itics, the same applies to the latter – it too is mortal. Integration may not 
be possible, but destruction is.63 And since politics can only rely on itself 
when reproducing itself, it always co-produces the problem of its reproduc-
tion. The “free-floating processes” of politics, to refer to a phrase coined by 
Georg Simmel, are constantly looking for and rely on people who want to 
participate.64 The global protesters do not want to participate – their only 
answer is the outright rejection of politics. Trump and AfD voters, on the 
other hand, clearly want to participate, unfolding the paradox of anti-
political politics – just like those who, by opposing them, claim to be on the 
‘right side’.  
 
Even if the structural changes referred to in this text clearly demand the 
dynamization of our understanding of modern politics, there is no indica-
tion thus far that this self-substitutive order known as ‘politics’ is about to 
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halt its reproduction. In this sense, both Trump and the AfD are a consider-
able way ahead of social theory. 


