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fter the Second World War, a new 

order was established in Western Eu-

rope with the support of the USA, the 

leader of the Western side of the Cold War. 

The idea of European integration, which be-

came concrete with the European Coal and 

Steel Community (ECSC) in 1949, quickly 

gained strength. Established with the partic-

ipation of Germany, France, Italy, Belgium, the 

Netherlands, and Luxembourg, ECSC formed 

the basis of the structure that has turned into 

the European Union (EU) today. This initiative 

was aimed at ending the coal-steel struggle 

between France and Germany, one of the 

biggest problems in the region.  With ideal-

istic ideas and based on cooperation, this al-

lowed generations born especially after the 

war in Western Europe to have hope for the 

future. The organization gradually incorpo-

rated other countries in Europe and created 

a relative European values system. The far-

right movements have made themselves and 

their presence felt in Europe from time to time 

but are always far from being the main actor. 

They began to be mentioned frequently after 

important events such as the terrorist attack 

on September 11, the 2008 World Economic 

Crisis and the major migration movements 

towards Europe, known as the 2015 Refugee 

Crisis, during the Arab Spring process.

In Europe, it can be said that the far-right 

is advancing rapidly towards mainstreaming, 

striving to adopt and spread its discourse.1 

This spread is carried out by people with 

far-right views in different media such as the 

political arena, the internet environment, and 

the streets. The Patriotic Europeans Against 

5www.orsam.org.tr
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A

1 Samuel Salzborn, “Renaissance of the New Right in Germany? A Discussion of New Right Elements in German Right-Wing 
Extremism Today”, German Politics and Society 119, issue 34 (2016): 38.
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the Islamization of the Occident 
(PEGIDA)2 movement, which 
manifests itself in a non-political 
medium and has gained a trans-
national feature, is the subject 
of research as the most socially 
noticeable formation in Europe. 
It is very important to under-
stand PEGIDA, which shows a 
significant difference from other 
movements, especially with its 
transnational feature, to reveal 
the social dimensions of the far-
right movements in Europe.

This study will focus on the 
PEGIDA movement, which de-
veloped in Germany after ad-
dressing the development of 
the far-right in Europe, and will 
present the development of the 
far-right in Germany, the data 
of the Alternative for Germany 
party (AfD)3, the establishment 
of PEGIDA, and the transnational 
development of the movement 
after explaining the process of 
protests.

THE FAR-RIGHT IN  
EUROPE: PHILOSOPHICAL 
ROOTS AND TODAY

When the roots of the far-
right in Europe are examined, it 
is possible to go back to the age 

of Enlightenment. It is seen that 
the intellectuals, which con-
stitute the philosophical basis 
of Europe, also adopted many 
ideas that separate people from 
each other, which are viewed 
as humiliating today and lead 
the spread of these ideas. In 
this respect, it is not difficult to 
reach Locke, Kant, and Hegel’s 
contributions to the formation 
of the concept of race, their ef-
fects on the idea of racism, and 
their support for slavery, which 
led to colonialism.4 In addition to 
his writings on the legitimation 
of colonial slavery and admin-
istrative duties within the slav-
ery system, Locke contributed 
particularly with his work “The 
Two Treatises of Government” 
while he glorifies the human be-
ing.5 For example, Locke clearly 
states in chapter 16 of his work 
that “people who directly partic-
ipate in war can be enslaved.”6 
The most well-known form of 
Kant’s mockingly racist interpre-
tation is the statements in “Ob-
servations on the Feeling of the 
Beauty and Sublime” that “This 
man was black from head to toe, 
a clear proof that what he said 
was stupid.”7 Hegel built history 
as a court and in his “Lectures 

2 Almanca: Patriotische Europäer Gegen Islamisierung Des Abendlandes (PEGIDA), İngilizce: Patriotic Europeans Against the 
Islamisation of the Occident

3 Almanca: Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), İngilizce: Alternative for Germany, Türkçe: Almanya için Alternatif Partisi

4 Robert Bernasconi, Irk Kavramını Kim İcat Etti? (Metis Publishing, 2020), 8–10.

5 Uzgalis, William, “Jhon Locke, Racism, Slavery, and Indian Lands”, içinde The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy and Race, ed. 
Naomi Zack (Oxford Handbooks Online, 2017), 2.

6 John Locke, Second Treatise of Government, Ed. C. Machperson. (Hackett, 1980), 92.

7 Kant, I. Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime, İng. Çev.: John T. Golthwait (University of California Press, 1973), 113.

The Patriotic 
Europeans 

Against the 
Islamization of 

the Occident 
(PEGIDA)  

movement, 
which manifests 

itself in a 
non-political 
medium and 
has gained a 

transnational 
feature, is the 

subject of 
research as the 

most socially 
noticeable 

formation in 
Europe.
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on the Philosophy of History,” he accused Afri-
cans of lacking all of the elements necessary 
for the integrity of culture after declaring them 
to be barbarians and cannibals.8

From the point of view of extremism, Dar-
winism, which was put forward through biolo-
gy studies, turned into Social Darwinism over 
time and formed the basis of fascist ideolo-
gies in general and Nazi ideology in particular. 
Furthermore, Social Darwinism and its previ-
ous ideas such as “the superiority of the white 
race” and “the white man’s burden”9 contribut-
ed to the philosophical foundations for colo-
nialism. According to this, the white man (rac-
es of European origin) is the highest among 
the races. Therefore he is the rightful owner 
of the others and the training of these ideas, 
which reached their peak with Nazi ideology 
under the leadership of Social Darwinism, led 
Europe to war both within its own continent 
and in many other geographies of the world. 
Today, these ideas continue to pose a threat 
to the whole world in terms of security, even if 
they do not have their former power. 

Social Darwinism was founded by the 
economist Malthus’ work titled “ An Essay on 
the Principle of Population” published in 1798. 
It developed with the work of Herbert Spencer 
and is the adaptation of the ideas about the 
development of living species into the field of 
sociology. It was defended by Charles Darwin 
in his book “On the Origin of Species” pub-
lished in 1859. Social Darwinism developed 
more through the work of Herbert Spencer 
than Darwin. While Darwin claimed that liv-

ing organisms survived by natural selection,10 
Spencer argued that humans, like other liv-
ing things, underwent natural selection, as 
Darwin claimed, and that life in this context 
was an inevitable process of struggle.11 This 
struggle is the struggle of the races that differ 
clearly from each other. This understanding 
has led to a precise distinction between rac-
es, the formation of the racial ladder, and the 
hierarchy of races.

With the influence of Social Darwinism, 
Europe has claimed all kinds of rights over 
“others” to interfere, has enslaved people with 
great speed and mass as never before in his-
tory, and applied all kinds of harsh methods 
to “discipline” those who resisted. However, 
these ideas, which strengthened the colonial 
movements, also took place among the most 
important idea trends in Europe as of the be-
ginning of the 19th century.12 They led to a co-
lonial and power race within Europe and North 
America, caused the European states to fight 
for dominance in the world, and the world ex-
perienced the two biggest Europe-centered 
wars in its history. Although these wars re-
duced the popularity of ideologies based on 
Social Darwinism, it was not possible to de-
stroy these ideas completely. Today, under 
the roof of the far-right, the same ideas have 
begun to emerge again.

Researchers have shown that the ideas 
defended by Social Darwinists occupy a large 
place in Nazi ideology.13 The idea that the Ary-
an race was superior to other races, and that 
this race differed in a clear positive sense from 

8 Hegel, F. Elements of the Philosophy of Right, İng. Çev.: H. B. Nisbett, (Cambridge University Press, 1991), 371-372.

9 Rudyard Kipling, The White Man’s Burdern: The United States and the Philippine Islands, (1899).

10 Mike Hawkins, Social Darwinism in European and American Thought, 1860-1945 (Cambridge University Press, 1997), 24–25.

11 Hawkins, 84.

13 Richard Weikart, “The Role of Darwinism in Nazi Racial Thought”, German Studies Review 36, issue 3 (2013): 537.

12 Gregory Claeys, “The ‘Survival of the Fittest’ and Origins of Social Darwinism”, Journal of the History of Ideas 61, issue 2 (2000): 226.
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other races physically and mentally, was the 

basis for Nazi ideology.14 From this point of 

view, it should not be overlooked that, even 

if the far-right movements do not adopt all of 

the ideas originating from Social Darwinism, 

they can feed on these roots, interpret these 

ideas, and put them into new forms.

Today, it is recognized that the roots of 

movements called the far-right have many 

aspects in common with fascist ideologies. 

Although there is no full consensus on the 

definition of the far-right, a general opinion 

has been formed in the literature on this issue. 

According to this view, the far-right and fas-

cism are fed by a very similar root with com-

mon concerns. Although the concept of the 

far-right has taken its place in the context of 

Mussolini, it has been used for Nazism and 

fascism over time. Today, as a different struc-

ture, it continues to be used for many political 

parties, civil organizations and ways of think-

ing.15 According to Cas Mudde, this separation 

of meaning occurred in the 1990s. Until the 

90s, the far-right, which some tried to under-

stand with definitions such as “neo-fascist,” 

“Neo-Nazi,” and similar definitions especially 

within the framework of political parties, start-

ed to be seen as a separate party family only 

from the 90s.16

These “harsh” thoughts and accompany-

ing organizations, which were the losers of 

the Second World War, had long difficulties in 

finding space for themselves in Western Eu-

rope. However, especially in the 1980s, they 

managed to find an important place in the 

agenda by influencing governments and me-

dia in Europe.

The 1960s were both a period when the 

concern of a total hot conflict felt after the 

Second World War decreased and the need 

for workers arose in parallel with economic 

developments. This period also includes a 

great cultural transformation with immigrant 

workers. Immigrants who came to Western 

Europe by accepting difficult conditions to 

meet the demand for workers and to realize 

their hope for a better life started to become 

unwanted people with the economic prob-

lems in the 1970s and the cultural integration 

problems in the intervening period. It can be 

said that this period and the aforementioned 

perception are the first developments that 

sprouted the seeds of the far-right in the post-

World War II period in Europe.

Besides the Cold War tension between 

East Germany and West Germany, the econo-

my and political structure of Western Europe, 

which continued to grow despite the 1973 Oil 

Crisis, could not prevent the far-right parties 

from making their presence felt better in the 

1980s. However, this situation started to be 

seen as a problem in the 1990s.17 In the 1980s 

and 90s, there have been far-right parties that 

managed to become coalition governments 

or government supporters in Europe.18 The 

far-right parties force the government with 

the discourse they put forward rather than the 

votes they collect, while they have different 

effects on a country basis. The case of forcing 

power is what was meant by the aforemen-

17  Yavuz Yıldırım, “Liberal Demokrasinin Krizi Bağlamında Avrupa’da Sağ Popülizm ve Yükselen Aşırı Sağ”, 
 Amme İdaresi Dergisi 50, issue 2 (2017): 59.

18 Selcen Öner, “Avrupa’da Yükselen Aşırı Sağ, Yeni Ötekiler ve Türkiye’nin AB Üyeliği”, Ankara Avrupa Çalışmaları 13, issue 1 (2014): 165.

15 Peter Davies ve Derek Lynch, The Routledge Companion to Fascism and the Far Right (Routledge, 2002), 1–2.

16 Cas Mudde, “The War of Words: Defining the Extreme Right Party Family”, West European Politics 19, issue 2 (1996): 230.

14 Weikart, 552.
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tioned mainstreaming. These parties may not 
be able to seize power, but they may be able 
to bring the discourse of the ruling parties 
closer to their own discourse.19 The data on 
how the far-right has gotten stronger through 
parties in Europe reveal the seriousness of 
this issue. Far-right parties, which were direct 
coalition partners in Austria, Italy, Finland, 
the Netherlands, Norway, and Switzerland 
between 1990 and 2015 in Western Europe, 
managed to take part in seventeen govern-
ments established during this period.20

It can be seen that there are no generaliz-
able reasons for the time and place that can 
reveal the rise of the far-right when looking 
at the work of researchers who try to explain 
these developments. Studies have shown 
that the reasons of people who support the 
far-right in one country do not have the same 
effect in another country.21 This situation 
makes the studies of the far-right specific to 
the country, actor or period, and makes it diffi-
cult to make a broad and generalizable anal-
ysis. Today, the far-right continues to increase 
its influence at the local, national and interna-
tional levels.

THE FAR-RIGHT IN GERMANY:  
AFD AND PEGIDA

According to Cas Mudde, among the his-
torical fascism studies, it was mentioned that 
the movements that are described as the far-
right today were first described as Neo-Nazi 
or Neo-fascist, and then they were described 
as far-right. Another group of researchers 
considers the far-right within the new right. 
According to this view, the new right move-

ment, which developed against the new left 

in the United States, spread over time to other 

geographies and became effective in Europe. 

The new direction of the new right can be 

seen in its emphasis on the young and middle 

class living outside of the big cities. The new 

right, which was more effective in the 60s and 

70s, started to make its presence felt in many 

areas, especially in the political arena, as a re-

sult of political and economic developments, 

although it could not show great effects. It is 

possible to see this effect in Germany in terms 

of AfD and PEGIDA.

ALTERNATIVE FOR GERMANY 
PARTY (AFD)

The new right, including the Alternative for 

Germany Party and PEGIDA, refers to the Wei-

mar Republic, which coincides with the period 

between the First World War and Nazi Ger-

many, and determines its task of establishing 

cultural hegemony as a historical mission.22 In 

this sense, it can be said that the AfD as a po-

litical party and PEGIDA as a street movement 

are reflections of the same idea in different 

fields.

19 Yıldırım, “Liberal Demokrasinin Krizi Bağlamında Avrupa’da Sağ Popülizm ve Yükselen Aşırı Sağ”, 64.

20 Cihan Uzunçayır, “Batı Avrupa’da Aşırı Sağ Rüzgarı”, Liber+, 2016, 68.

Anti-immigrant and anti-Islamic demonstrations organized  
by PEGIDA.

21 Uzunçayır, “Batı Avrupa’da Aşırı Sağ Rüzgarı”, 71.

22 Andreas Kemper, “AfD, PEGIDA and the New Right in Germany”, ed. Giorgos Charalambous, The European Far Right: Historical 
and Contemporary Perspectives (Friedrich Ebert Stiftung and PRIO Cyprus Centre, 2015), 45-46.
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The new order, established 
after the experience of national 
socialism (Nazism) in Germany, 
allowed parties that could ex-
ceed 5% of the vote in the elec-
tions to have a say in the admin-
istration. It can be said that this 
situation prevented the far-right 
movements from making their 
voices heard in the system for a 
long time. There has not been a 
far-right party that could exceed 
this threshold until the AfD.23

Founded in April 2013, the 
AfD narrowly missed the oppor-
tunity to enter the federal par-
liament by getting 4.7% of the 
votes in the first election just six 
months after its establishment 
in 2014. However, the AfD, which 
received 7% of the votes in the 
European Parliament (EP) elec-
tions, managed to send seven 
parliamentarians to Brussels. 
Considering the results in differ-
ent regions in the German local 
council elections in 2014, the 
AfD, which received an average 
of 10-12% of votes, attracted the 
attention of the media, espe-
cially after this period. There-
fore, with the AfD, far-right ideas 
have found more space in the 
mainstream media, which has 
caused far-right ideas to take an 
important place on the agenda 
of other parties and society.

PEGIDA, which was estab-
lished shortly after the AfD, 
quickly managed to attract the 
attention of the national and in-
ternational press and became 
the subject of academic re-
search. At this point, Dostal’s24 
and Önnerfors’25 studies can be 
shown as examples of the first 
studies.

ESTABLISHMENT OF 
PEGIDA, PROTESTS, AND 
COUNTER PROTESTS

It can be said that PEGIDA is 
an anti-system movement. Ac-
cording to PEGIDA, the system 
controls political discourse with 
all its elites from politics to econ-
omy, from media to education, 
and builds the system language. 
Thus, the system manipulates 
the facts and prevents the main 
issues such as the weakening 
German culture, immigration 
issues, Islamization of Germany 
from coming to the fore. For this 
reason, PEGIDA refuses to coop-
erate with media organs and of-
ficial institutions as a policy.

PEGIDA, which was estab-
lished on Facebook among a 
small group of friends in Dres-
den, Germany, and organized its 
first show on October 20, 2014, 
managed to attract 25 thousand 
people to the streets of Dres-
den at the end of four months 

PEGIDA, which 
was established 

on Facebook 
among a small 

group of friends 
in Dresden, 

Germany, and 
organized its 
first show on 

October 20, 
2014, managed 

to attract 25 
thousand 
people to 

the streets of 
Dresden at the 

end of four 
months with 

the protests 
it organized 

every week on 
Mondays. 

24 Jörg Michael Dostal, “The Pegida Movement and German Political Culture: Is Right-Wing Populism Here to Stay?”, The Political 
Quarterly 86, issue 4 (2015).

25 Andreas Önnerfors, The German ‘Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamization of Europe’ (PEGIDA): A Movement of Right-wing 
Populist Indignation? (CFAPS Newsletter 2016).

23 Kemper, 43.
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with the protests it organized every week on 
Mondays. It is also noteworthy that PEGIDA 
emerged from a region where the Christian 
Democrats who ruled Saxony, either over-
whelmingly or by forming a coalition with 
center-right parties since the 1990s.26 At this 
point, it is also important to understand not 
only federal politics but perhaps more heav-
ily regional politics to comprehend PEGIDA. 
There has been an accumulation of far move-
ments in Saxony, which has been ruled by 
central parties for years and  with Islamopho-
bia, economic recession, and immigrant mo-
bility, extremism has come to light harshly.27 
With the AfD, which highlights the anti-elite 
and populist discourse, the far-right that ap-
pears in the political arena gained visibility on 
the streets with PEGIDA and managed to be-
come an effective movement in a short time 
due to the greatness of social support.

To better see the chronology, it is possible 
to list some important days regarding the es-
tablishment and development of PEGIDA as 
follows: 

•	 September 11, 2014: Opening of the Face-
book page.

•	 October 20, 2014: The first day of demon-
strations with 350 people.

•	 January 12, 2015: The day when participa-
tion in the protests peaked with 25 thou-
sand people.

•	 13 April 2015: Inviting Dutch far-right pol-
itician Geert Wilders as a keynote speak-
er for a program as the first transnational 
move.

PEGIDA has turned its protests into a kind 
of ceremony to keep the demonstrators vig-
orous; It was able to keep motivation high 
by mobilizing its sympathizers. In this con-
text, these performances, based on march-
es, slogans, and fiery speeches in an inter-
active manner between the demonstrators 
and speakers, consisted of three stages, the 
Opening Rally, the Evening March and the Fi-
nal Rally. Thus, the programs were carried out 
in a ceremonial order.

26 Dostal, “The Pegida Movement and German Political Culture: Is Right-Wing Populism Here to Stay?”, 523.

27 Andreas Önnerfors, “Moving the Mainstream: Radicalization of Political Language in the German PEGIDA Movement”, içinde 
Expression of Radicalisation: Global Politics, Processes and Practices, ed. Kristan Önnerfors, Andreas; Steiner (Palgrave Mac-
millan, 2018), 103.

PEGIDA supporters seem to be mostly middle-aged and older.
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While PEGIDA shows includ-
ed various banners and flags, it 
was seen that some messages 
contradicted each other, and the 
flag known as the “Wirmer” flag 
became the symbol of PEGIDA 
over time.28 The Wirmer flag is 
known to represent an opposi-
tion movement in Hitler’s Ger-
many. Although this may seem 
like a contradiction for the PEGI-
DA movement, which has many 
values in common with Nazism 
in the first place, it is a simple 
tactic. PEGIDA managers often 
make statements to save them-
selves from “over-defining” and 
they develop policies within this 
framework. The Wirmer flag be-
coming the symbol of PEGIDA 
also seems to be a part of this 
policy. The transformation of the 
flag of a movement opposed to 
Nazism into the flag of PEGIDA 
creates the image of trying to 
give a message that refuses to 
associate Neo-Nazism and Na-
zism-PEGIDA.

PEGIDA, which was estab-
lished on Facebook and be-
came a voluntary association 
over time, later established its 
own website.29 In this process, 
its Facebook page became the 
biggest interaction network 
of the movement.30 Thanks to 
these networks, followers were 
regularly informed about cur-

rent issues, discussion platforms 
were created on these issues, 
and protests in different regions 
and countries were organized 
with the spread of ideology.31

Despite the rapid rise of PEGI-
DA in the beginning, it has been 
observed that the participation 
in the evening walks on Mon-
days has decreased since the 
beginning of 2015 and has been 
limited to a few thousand over 
time. Since a significant portion 
of the people who participated 
in the protests with sympathy 
did not have Islamophobic or 
xenophobic far-right thinking, 
they started to break away from 
the movement in time. It can be 
said that these people, who ini-
tially supported PEGIDA’s street 
movements, were actually peo-
ple who complained about the 
political course but could not 
have the opportunity to voice it, 
remained on the periphery, lost 
hope for the status quo in politics 
and seek revisionism.32 Although 
PEGIDA has grown rapidly since 
its establishment, it lost power 
due to the far-right ideas whose 
visibility increased over time and 
it remained stable with a limited 
audience.

PEGIDA’s extreme ideas dis-
turbed not only the sympathiz-
ers within but also the mass-
es outside. For this reason, the 

It can be said 
that the biggest 

and the most 
important 

reaction against 
PEGIDA is the 

counter-protests 
organized as 

an alternative 
to PEGIDA’s 

demonstrations. 
PEGIDA has 

been protested 
against in almost 
all countries with 

a much larger 
audience than its 

sympathizers. 

32  Önnerfors, 97–98.

29 PEGIDA official website: https://www.pegida.de/

30 PEGIDA general and official Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/pegidaevdresden/

31 Önnerfors, “Moving the Mainstream: Radicalization of Political Language in the German PEGIDA Movement”, 89.

28 Önnerfors, 96.



M. Enes Arslan

13www.orsam.org.tr

movement has received significant count-
er-reactions both in Germany and other coun-
tries where it operates. These counter-reac-
tions have come from the political arena, civil 
society, individuals, and society in general. It 
can be said that the biggest and the most im-
portant reaction against PEGIDA is the count-
er-protests organized as an alternative to 
PEGIDA’s demonstrations. PEGIDA has been 
protested against in almost all countries with 
a much larger audience than its sympathiz-
ers. Austria is one of the countries where both 
PEGIDA and the counter-protests are quite 
large. PEGIDA was protested against in all of 
its shows in Austria with crowds much bigger 
than itself.33 The counter-protests across Eu-
rope were carried out on a planned basis, just 
like the protests of PEGIDA, and in the protests 
unifying messages were given, especially to 
immigrants, despite the separatist messages 
of PEGIDA.

PEGIDA’S GENERAL DISCOURSE 
AND DECLARATIONS

Above, it was mentioned that the policy 
of getting rid of the “excessive” description 
that PEGIDA is trying to implement within the 
framework of the Wirmer flag and that a sig-
nificant part of the PEGIDA protesters have 
stopped participation in the protests regularly 
because they have problems in terms of be-
longing to the movement over time. From this 
point of view, it can be said that PEGIDA had to 
display a contradictory attitude in the direction 
of not losing the audience it addresses and 
avoiding counter-arguments while revealing 
its root thoughts. While it keeps its ideological 
foundations, Islamophobic, xenophobic and 
hateful extremist ideas in the context of an-
ti-immigration on the agenda more and more, 

PEGIDA which sees itself ideologically more 
at the center, faces the danger of losing its 
sympathizers because they have complaints 
about the political direction in the first place. 
PEGIDA has considerable tension over how it 
is and how it should look. It is possible to see 
this tension in PEGIDA’s discourse and its dec-
larations known as “position papers”, “lists of 
demands” and “statements”. It is necessary to 
analyze PEGIDA’s discourse to understand its 
core values and demands. Because the dis-
course created is a self-disclosure method for 
the organization. Therefore, it is necessary to 
follow the language PEGIDA uses on various 
platforms and to reveal the structures that it 
frequently repeats.

It can be said that the mindset called the 
far-right is directly reflected in PEGIDA sym-
pathizers. Empirical studies on this subject re-
veal this relation. When the far-right discourse 
formulated by Wodak and the discourses 
used by PEGIDA are examined, it is possible 
to see a large intersection. In Wodak’s study, 
the native people, elite criticism, charismatic 
leader focus, and similar issues were put for-
ward as the points frequently emphasized by 
the far right. The same emphasis is often re-
peated in PEGIDA.34

When PEGIDA’s discourse is examined, it 
can be seen that certain points are frequently 
repeated and carried to banners and slogans. 
At this point, the biggest message that draws 
attention appears to be anti-Islamism. The 
idea that directly reflects on the name of the 
movement, which constitutes its starting point 
and basic philosophy, is the purification of the 
West from Islam. Anti-system and xenopho-
bia shaped around this thought form the ba-
sis of the general discourse of the movement. 

33 Lars Erik Berntzen ve Manes Weisskicher, “Anti-Islamic PEGIDA Beyond Germany: Explaining Differences in Mobilisation”, 
Journal of Intercultural Studies 37, issue 6 (2016): 560.

34 Önnerfors, “Moving the Mainstream: Radicalization of Political Language in the German PEGIDA Movement”, 96.



14

The Far-Right in Europe: The PEGIDA Case as a Transnational Movement

www.orsam.org.tr

January 2021 275ANALYSIS

According to PEGIDA sympa-
thizers, the German government 
uses politics and the media as a 
tool to destroy the German na-
tion and plans to build an Islamic 
culture. Accordingly, the current 
order is a betrayal order. PEGIDA, 
which looks at the political and 
media elite in this way, has gone 
a step further than the level of 
discourse and even called on 
the German army to deploy on 
the borders of Germany to stop 
refugees.35

Germany is Islamizing ac-
cording to PEGIDA. However, 
this claim, perceived by PEGIDA 
as a threat to German values, is 
incompatible with reality. Ac-
cording to 2016 data, the current 
Muslim population in Germany 
constitutes 6.1% of the total pop-
ulation.36 According to statis-
tics-based estimates, there will 
be 5.5 million Muslims in Ger-
many in 2030 and this number 
will constitute 7% of the German 
population. In the light of these 
data, the population in Germany 
will increase by 0.9% in 14 years. 
As it can be understood from 
here, PEGIDA’s concern about 
the Islamization of Germany is 
only a perception. The fact that 
0.1% of residents in the state of 
Saxony, where PEGIDA originat-

ed and found the most support, 
are Muslims shows that PEGI-
DA’s claim is a discourse that is 
far from reality and has no social 
counterpart.37 

PEGIDA was very conserva-
tive in its early days due to its 
distrust of the political and me-
dia elites in expressing its po-
litical demands and advised its 
sympathizers not to deal with 
the media.38 However, PEGIDA 
has shown an opening on this 
subject over time, the leader of 
the movement, Lutz Bachmann, 
in his speeches at the demon-
strations, first announced the “19 
Theses” of PEGIDA in December 
2014, and then published sev-
eral more declarations by the 
movement at different times 
and announced a 10-point fi-
nal list of demands in February 
2015.39 These declarations con-
tain harsh criticism of the media 
and political `order based on the 
Islamization of the West. PEGIDA 
demands concrete measures 
such as the protection of their 
German culture, faster decisions 
on immigration policies, atten-
tion to “parallel communities” 
that do not respect German law 
and civil liberties, immediate 
cessation of asylum seekers, 
and immediate suspension40 of 

Research 
on PEGIDA 

supporters and 
sympathizers as 
the respondent 

of the discourse 
shows that this 

mass is not at the 
bottom of society 
in socioeconomic 

terms. Besides, 
far-right parties 

emphasize 
problems 

resulting from 
cultural values 

rather than 
economic 

problems, even 
in times of 

economic crisis. 

35 Kemper, “AfD, PEGIDA and the New Right in Germany”, 46.

36 M. Nail Alkan, “Avrupa’da Yükselen Irkçılık: Pegida Örneği”, Akademik Bakış 8, issue 16 (2015): 285.

37 “The Growth of Germany’s Muslim Population,” Pew Research Center, https://www.pewforum.org/essay/the-growth-of-ger-
manys-muslim-population/, erişim 06.11.2020

38 Dostal, “The Pegida Movement and German Political Culture: Is Right-Wing Populism Here to Stay?”, 525.

39 Hans Vorlander, Maik Herold ve Steven Schaller, PEGIDA and New Right-Wing Pupulism in Germany, (Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 12-13.

40 PEGIDA’s 10 Demands, http://www.tatjanafesterling.de/download/PEGIDA_10_demands_ENG.pdf, access 01.01.2021.
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the Schengen Agreement.41 Although a rela-
tively normal language was used at the move-
ment in these declarations, much harsher ex-
pressions were seen in the expressions and 
banners. PEGIDA executives have implement-
ed a well-planned and soft-looking discourse 
strategy to avoid harsh reactions. 

Research on PEGIDA supporters and sym-
pathizers as the respondent of the discourse 
shows that this mass is not at the bottom of 
society in socioeconomic terms. This situation 
contradicts the perception that people who 
demand change, in general, are socioeco-
nomically lower segments of society. Besides, 
far-right parties emphasize problems result-
ing from cultural values rather than economic 
problems, even in times of economic crisis.42 
This shows that economic explanations are 
not enough to understand the far-right.

Relatively upper-middle-class people in 
the state of Saxony and throughout Germa-
ny sympathize with PEGIDA, participate in the 
protests, and the action on the internet. In a 
more concrete example, according to a study 
conducted in the early days of the move-
ment, the average PEGIDA supporters are 
well-educated, have a job, are male, have an 
above-average income, are around the age 
of 48, and are not directly affiliated with a re-
ligious movement or a political party. PEGIDA 
supporters position themselves as the “mid-
dle” in the spectrum of left-right politics.43 As 
can be seen from here, contrary to some opin-
ions, PEGIDA is not a youth movement com-
posed of unemployed people and poor peo-
ple. Therefore, the links established directly 
between PEGIDA and economic crises do not 

fully reflect the truth. Likewise, these people 
define themselves as “middle” politically and 
do not see themselves as either right or left.

PEGIDA AS A TRANSNATIONAL 

MOVEMENT

PEGIDA is considered to be the largest far-
right movement in Germany after 1945. How-
ever, the movement was not limited to Germa-
ny, it managed to spread to various countries 
of the world, especially German-speaking 
and Scandinavian countries. This spread took 
place primarily in Austria and Norway.44 Al-
though PEGIDA originated in Dresden, Ger-
many, and is a movement of German origin, 
the international dimension of the movement 
is very important.

PEGIDA, which declined after the number 
of protesters reached its peak in January 2015, 
suddenly gained popularity in other European 
countries with the Syrian refugee crisis affect-
ing the whole of Europe at the end of the same 
year. PEGIDA received this attention and invit-
ed the Dutch far-right politician Geert Wilders 
to Dresden as a keynote speaker on 13 April 
2015. It is possible to evaluate this invitation 
as PEGIDA’s first transnational move. The sec-
ond rising period of PEGIDA is known as the 
“second wave” in the literature. In this period, 
PEGIDA adopted an anti-refugee position that 
focused on Muslims and encompassed all of 
Europe. This situation has caused the number 
of supporters of PEGIDA to increase not only in 
Germany but also in other European countries. 
Besides, PEGIDA stated that it has taken a duty 
to protect Europe by including the articles “No 
Islamization and Sharia in Europe”, “No Immi-
gration to Europe” in its declarations.45

41 Dostal, “The Pegida Movement and German Political Culture: Is Right-Wing Populism Here to Stay?”, 525.

42 Alkan, “Avrupa’da Yükselen Irkçılık: Pegida Örneği”,  277.

43 Dostal, 527.

44 Berntzen ve Weisskicher, “Anti-Islamic PEGIDA Beyond Germany: Explaining Differences in Mobilisation”, 556.

45 Berntzen ve Weisskicher, 558–59.
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In addition to the values defended by PEGI-

DA, the international connections of some im-

portant figures in PEGIDA have also had an im-

portant effect on the transnational structure of 

the movement. An example is Jurgen Elsasser 

of the Paris-based Institut de la Democratie et 

de la Cooperation. Another example is Gotz 

Kubitschek from the Institute for State Poli-

cy46. Kubitschek is one of the most important 

figures of PEGIDA and a name that represents 

PEGIDA in various organizations. It is alleged 

that Kubitschek also wanted to join the AfD, 

but was blocked by transatlantic neoliberals 

within the AfD. Because of this link, the AfD 

can be referred to as a PEGIDA Party.47

Although it is tempting for PEGIDA to be-

come more visible through internationaliza-

tion and to attract the attention of different 

audiences, this dissemination makes it a ne-

cessity to avoid discourses that will disturb 

large masses of people due to electoral con-

cerns. One of the reasons why PEGIDA needs 

to develop a selective discourse is the reac-
tionary development of anti-right movements 
in parallel with the rise in far-right movements. 
This may not make a homogeneous far-right 
possible. According to Hutter, the more far-
right names are found in the political arena, 
the less the far-right will be on the street. Be-
cause the far-right politicians will not want to 
directly bond with the masses called neofas-
cists or the far-right, and they will not come 
side by side with them.48

In the context of increased awareness of 
anti-PEGIDA movements, PEGIDA protests 
have been met with counter-protests in Ger-
many as well as in other countries in Europe. 
Generally, these counter-protests have at-
tracted far more people than the PEGIDA 
sympathizers who have gathered.

Various measures were taken at the state 
level while opposing protests were organized 
before the public, demonstrations in Switzer-
land were not allowed by the local authorities, 

46 German original: Institut fur Staatspolitik

Reference: Lars Erik Berntzen ve Manes Weisskicher, “Anti-Islamic PEGIDA Beyond Germany: Explaining Differences in Mobilisation”, 
Journal of Intercultural Studies 37, issue 6 (2016): 563.

47 Kemper, “AfD, PEGIDA and the New Right in Germany”, 46.

48 Swen Hutter, Protesting Culture and Economics in Western Europe. New Cleavages in Left and Right Politics (Minneapolis:  
University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 138–39.
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while demonstrations in Norway and Austria 

were granted partial permits. The movement, 

which could not find what is expected from 

the streets, focused on organizing on Face-

book. PEGIDA appears to be bigger on the 

internet than it actually is. The main reason 

for this is that different PEGIDA pages sup-

port each other and the same people follow 

multiple pages. For example, a local member 

of the Germany Leipzig Facebook page also 

supports the Vienna Facebook page, and it 

makes the movement perceived to be more 
crowded than it actually is. In this context, the 
following data reveal the national and interna-
tional support of PEGIDA Facebook pages.

Although there is a growth in far-right 
movements throughout Europe, it seems 
more realistic to explain the fact that a move-
ment such as PEGIDA, which keeps Dres-
den-based German culture in focus, has such 
an echo throughout Europe with the refugee 
crisis.
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CONCLUSION

Within the framework of 
regional and global develop-
ments, the far-right movements, 
which managed to occupy the 
agenda of not only Europe but 
the whole world, reached a cer-
tain level of threat against the 
order established after the Sec-
ond World War in Europe. For 
this reason, the far-right draws 
the increasing attention of all 
segments from policymakers to 
researchers. 

Although the far-right is 
rooted in the past, it is primari-
ly focused on Social Darwinism. 
Social Darwinism, which devel-
oped in the 19th and 20th centu-
ries, clearly separating the races 
from each other, and seeing life 
as a struggle between these rac-
es, reached its peak under the 
umbrella of fascism and Nazism 
after the First World War. These 
ideas, the losers of the Second 
World War, were pushed rela-
tively underground for a long 
time but did not disappear com-
pletely. Far-right ideas and pol-
iticians, who are not respected 
with the functioning of the order 
established after the war in Eu-
rope, have become much more 
visible after the September 11, 
2008, Economic Crisis and the 
mass migration that took place 
with the effect of civil war in Syr-
ia. 

Far-right movements, which 
began to participate in the es-
tablishment of governments 
and the formation of legislatures 
throughout Europe at various 
rates, also increased their visi-
bility in the social arena, associ-
ations were established in civil 
life, and far-right ideas began 
to be among the priority agen-
das in the media. For example, 
in France, Marine Le Pen got 
almost 34% of the vote in the 
presidential elections and lost 
against the current President 
of France Emmanuel Macron in 
the second round. In the Dutch 
example, the Freedom Par-
ty led by Geert Wilders won 20 
seats in the 150-seat parliament 
in the elections held in 2017 as 
the second-largest party in the 
Netherlands.49

On the other hand, in Ger-
many, formations such as AfD 
and PEGIDA attract a little more 
attention than the formations 
in other parts of Europe. This 
attention is important for two 
reasons. First, Germany is one 
of the locomotive countries in 
Europe, especially in the EU. In 
this respect, its capacity to in-
fluence other countries is high-
er. Second, the AfD, which was 
established in 2013, managed to 
collect almost enough votes to 
enter the national parliament in 
its first elections, and then sent 
representatives to the Europe-

49 Göktuğ Sönmez and Pınar Demirci, “The Rise of the Far-Right: Key Themes, Motivations and Mapping,” Center for Middle East-
ern Studies, https://orsam.org.tr/en/the-rise-of-far-right-key-themes-motivations-and-mapping/, access 14.09.2020.
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an Parliament. Ultimately, the AfD entered 
the German Bundestag in the 2017 elections 
and won 94 seats. In this case, the AfD is Ger-
many’s third-largest party. The AfD also won 
11 seats in the parliament, receiving 10.8% of 
the vote in the European Parliament elections 
held in 2019.

PEGIDA, which was established in 2014, 
has received social support in Germany and 
has managed to spread to other countries of 
Europe in a very short time. PEGIDA, which is 
an important formation with its social coun-
terpart and transnational aspects, attracted 
all the attention by demonstrating with 25 
thousand people a few months after its es-
tablishment. PEGIDA has been organized not 
only in Germany, but also in Austria, England, 
France, and many other European countries, 
either directly under the name of PEGIDA or 
indirectly with other names. It can be said that 
the features that make PEGIDA noteworthy 
are its ability to find significant support at the 
social level as an anti-system movement and 
to create a transnational effect by spreading 
across Europe.

Even if PEGIDA tries to avoid its “far” label, 
it cannot hide that it has common points with 
far-right ideas. The most concrete evidence of 

this is the declarations published by PEGIDA. 
With these texts, PEGIDA declared itself as 
the representative of the “people”, the protec-
tor of the Christian German culture, a move-
ment that emerged to protect Europe from 
Islamization; it stated the policies to be imple-
mented within this framework.

PEGIDA built itself on anti-Islamism and 
developed its discourse in this context. The 
name PEGIDA stands for “Patriotic Europeans 
Against the Islamization of the Occident”. This 
name also emphasizes the transnational in-
tellectual feature of the movement. PEGIDA 
wants to save not only Germany but the whole 
West from Islamization with its own words.

As a result, Europe, which experienced one 
of the greatest disasters in history with the 
Second World War, feels threatened again by 
the far-right, which feeds on the same roots 
as the ideologies of Nazism and fascism that 
led to this war. Although this threat is of Eu-
ropean origin, it actually concerns the whole 
world, just as the Second World War affected 
the whole world. For this reason, the far-right 
needs to be much more focused, the main 
reasons should be presented and the policies 
on the basis of these reasons need to be de-
veloped.
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