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With the emergence of resentments over an increasing number
of foreign residents onto the political agenda of the Federal Republic
of Germany (FRG) in the late 1980s and early 1990s, it seemed that
even the most stable industrial democracies would not be spared the
resurgence of ethnic politics accompanying the end of the cold war.
In winter and spring 1989 the successes of far right political parties,
particularly the Republikaner (REPs), brought the relationship be-
tween Germans and non-Germans to the center of the political
arena.1 A few months later, as the authority of the Socialist Unity
Party (SED) collapsed in the East and unification gained momentum,
many feared the fluid situation would provide opportunity for po-
litical entrepreneurs on the extreme right to articulate the concerns
of some in the new society for a reformulation of exclusive German
nationalism. During the first year of German unity these fears re-
mained unsubstantiated. Then, in fall 1991, far right parties pushed
themselves and the ethnic boundaries of German society back to
center stage with the entrance of another extreme right party, the
Deutsche Volksunion (DVU), into Bremen’s state parliament. This
time, however, the electoral successes of far right parties were ac-
companied by a new development: a dramatic escalation of violence
against many of Germany’s foreign residents. For another year the
growing influence of far right parties and escalating violence against
“foreigners” paralleled one another until fall/winter 1992–93, when
both the fortunes of these parties and the level of violence abruptly
began to decline.

This chapter traces the emergence and politicization of ethnic
tensions in German society from the late 1980s through the early
years of unification. It explains two very different outcomes in this
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process: the emergence of political entrepreneurs competing in the
electoral process who advocated exclusive boundaries to German
society, on the one hand, and the spontaneous eruption and “band-
wagoning effects” of xenophobic violence, on the other. It attributes
these differing outcomes to the changing institutional opportunities
and constraints imposed on actors by the political system of the FRG
during this period. Prior to fall 1989, the institutions of West German
democracy did not prohibit entrepreneurs from exploiting political
and social problems associated with rising immigration to provoke
a nativist backlash. However, they did ensure that backlash re-
mained contained within the rules of parliamentary democracy. Uni-
fication changed the course of events by transferring issues and
debates about immigration from the tight constraints of West Ger-
man society to the fluid environment in the East. This transfer re-
sulted in an explosion of violence against “foreigners” throughout
Germany. Finally, the eruption of violence itself brought movement
among established actors in the German polity to reorganize and
reaffirm key elements of the rules governing ethnic relations in the
FRG, with the result that far right parties were pushed out of elec-
toral politics and xenophobic violence was removed to the criminal
margins of society.

The chapter is organized into three parts. The first part investi-
gates the initial outcome in Germany’s ethnic relations: the electoral
opportunity created for far right entrepreneurs by the dramatic rise
of immigration to West German society during the 1980s. It discusses
the legal and normative institutions that set parameters within
which immigration became defined as an issue in the political arena.
It then considers how these constraints shaped the choices of estab-
lished political parties in the FRG on issues associated with immi-
gration. Finally, it demonstrates how these established actors
provided an opportunity for a new type of far right political party
to capitalize electorally on the tensions produced by the rising
number of foreigners entering German society.

The second part focuses on the second outcome, or how unifi-
cation changed the course of events to produce xenophobic violence.
First, it considers the emergence of a fluid social environment in the
East as institutional mechanisms of integration and social control
collapsed together with the SED regime. Then it explains how the
transfer of the inflammatory rhetoric of immigration and asylum
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from the West to the East generated a rapid escalation of xenophobic
violence that spread across both parts of Germany.

Finally, the concluding section describes the response of actors
in the German polity to xenophobic violence. Both established po-
litical parties and large numbers of citizens moved to reinforce cer-
tain rules about ethnic relations and change others, which resulted
in the marginalization of xenophobic violence as well as far right
parties.

POLITICIZATION OF IMMIGRATION IN THE FRG AT THE END OF
THE 1980s: CHANNELING ETHNIC TENSIONS INTO THE

ELECTORAL ARENA

External shocks, especially a rapid rise in the number of immi-
grants, brought ethnicity back to the center of West German politics
at the end of the 1980s. This section traces the process by which
immigration and relations between German and non-German resi-
dents were shaped politically and channeled into the electoral arena,
with the result of temporarily opening an electoral opportunity for
the REPs and other far right parties. In examining these processes, the
section focuses on two sets of institutional parameters and the choices
of political actors within them. First, it examines the constraints im-
posed by existing laws which embody three very different, even
contradictory, views of the “proper” relationship among Germans,
non-Germans, and state authorities. Second, it considers norms about
the National Socialist (NS) past—which themselves find expression
in legal statutes—as they constitute barriers to political appeals based
on race and hierarchy. Finally, it looks at established political parties
as strategic actors in an uncertain environment whose actions shape
opportunities faced by others in the party system.

IMMIGRATION: THE BOUNDARIES OF GERMAN SOCIETY AND THE POLITICAL
AGENDA

As was the case throughout Western Europe, rapidly rising
numbers of immigrants during the 1980s prompted questions about
the boundaries of society in the FRG into the political arena.2 The
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new arrivals presented a peculiar problem in the FRG. Even into the
present, many German politicians claim, “Germany is not a country
of immigration.” In fact, the FRG still makes no legal provisions for
immigration. The lack of such regulations, therefore, shapes 1) the
means that hundreds of thousands of people who annually seek
entrance to West German society use to achieve this end, 2) the prob-
lems associated with this development, and 3) the manner in which
political debates evolve around the issue.

Although the FRG has no immigration law, three other mecha-
nisms create legal openings for those seeking residence in West Ger-
man society. The first of these reflects the lasting legacy of West
German recruitment of “guest workers” between the mid-1950s and
the early 1970s. While recruitment of foreign workers was stopped
in November 1973, government policies aimed at the integration of
resident aliens permit family members and dependents to join resi-
dent guest workers in the FRG.3 As a result, these policies have
brought about both continued growth and a changing composition
in the guest worker population.4

To those in Eastern Europe who can demonstrate their German
ethnicity, Article 116 of the Basic law (Grundgesetz) and the 1953
Federal Expellees and Refugees Law provide a second means of en-
trance to the Bundesrepublik.5 With Mikhail Gorbachev and the ad-
vent of glasnost, societies in Eastern Europe became more open not
only to the internal flow of information, but also to the outward flow
of emigrants. After 1986 the steady exodus of “ethnic Germans” from
Eastern Europe to the FRG rapidly accelerated (see Table 1). Al-
though demonstrating German ethnicity often required little more
than a German name or a parent or grandparent with a German
name—and little or no understanding of the German lan-
guage—these “ethnic Germans” became citizens of the FRG upon
arrival.

The final avenue of entrance into West German society has be-
come the most controversial. Article 16 of the West German Basic Law
guarantees those who are “politically persecuted” a subjective right
to asylum.6 State authorities were required to hear all claims to asylum,
and applicants could demand access to the legal system if they felt
decisions in their case were made unjustly. Thus by the end of the
1980s, the reunification of guest worker families, the liberalization of
conditions for ethnic Germans in Eastern Europe, and the asylum
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guarantee in Article 16—complemented by liberal access to judicial
review of petitions—were providing several hundred thousand new-
comers temporary or permanent residence in the FRG each year.

Accompanying this inflow was a catalogue of economic, social,
and fiscal problems which ensured that immigration, in one form or

Table 1

Immigration into the Federal Republic during the 1980s

Ethnic Germans East Germans
Year (Aussiedler) (Übersiedler) Asylum

1980 52,071 12,763 107,818 

1981 69,455 13,208 49,391

1982 48,170 13,208 37,423

1983 37,925 11,343 19,737

1984 36,459 40,974 35,278

1985 38,968 24,912 73,832

1986 42,788 26,178 99,650

1987 78,523 18,958 57,379

1988 202,673 39,832 103,076 

1989 377,055 343,854 121,318 

Sources: For asylum applicants, 1980–89, see Ursula Münch, Asylpolitik in der
Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2d ed. (Opladen: Leske and Budrich, 1993),
p. 253; Klaus J. Bade, ed., Aktuell Kontrovers: Ausländer, Aussiedler, Asyl
in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 2d ed. (Hannover: Niedersächsishe
Landeszentrale für politische Bildung, 1992), p. 30. For ethnic Germans
and East Germans, 1985–89, see Barbara Marshall, “German Migration
Policies,” in Developments in German Politics, ed. G. Smith, W. Patterson,
P. Merkl, and S. Padgett (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1992),
p. 249. For ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe and those from the
GDR for 1980–84, see Thomas Mayer, “Immigration into West Ger-
many: Historical Perspectives and Policy Implications,” in German
Unification, Economic Issues, ed. Leslie Lipschitz and Donogh McDon-
ald (Washington, D.C.: IMF, 1990), p. 131; International Monetary Fund
Occasional Paper No. 75.

Note:   These figures represent new arrivals, excluding entering dependents
of resident guest workers. Further, this table does not indicate the
number of resident aliens departing the FRG.
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another, would find its way onto the agenda of party politics. New
arrivals in all of the above categories contributed to the general in-
frastructural problems associated with immigration: education, so-
cial services, and the difficulties of integration into housing and
labor markets as well as in society generally.7 The arrival of ethnic
Germans and asylum applicants, however, precipitated special prob-
lems. Responsibility for the housing and support of both groups was
delegated to state and local authorities, for whom this became a large
and increasingly visible fiscal and political burden. Resentments
among Germans regarding the size of such expenditures were aggra-
vated by the privileged access—sometimes above the level granted
other citizens—ethnic Germans received to occupational retraining
programs, public housing, subsidized loans, and cash grants.8 These
highly visible demands by newcomers on the social product gave
currency to potentially explosive political questions about who was
entitled to enter German society and participate in the division of its
welfare.

INSTITUTIONAL TOPOGRAPHY OF IMMIGRATION POLITICS

At the same time that a large and growing number of immi-
grants was entering West German society, immigration did not le-
gally exist, so the influx of newcomers and the problems associated
with them stood open to political definition as these developments
were pushed onto the agenda of party politics. However, politicians
seldom enjoy unrestricted freedom to choose how developments will
be brought into the political arena. Rather, a set of contradictory
attitudes concerning the relations of Germans, non-Germans, and
public authority—embedded in German society and institutional-
ized in German law—defined the parameters within which immigra-
tion and its associated problems were thematized as issues on the
agenda of interparty politics. This section presents these attitudes,
their institutional reflection in German law, and the boundaries they
set for the developments in question. For convenience only, these
perspectives have been given the labels “ethnocultural,” “sta-
tist/communitarian,” and “liberal.”

More than the other two, the ethnocultural perspective shaped
the politics of immigration at the end of the 1980s.9 At its philosophi-
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cal core, this perspective rests not only on a belief in the nation or
Volk as a constitutive entity reflected in language, culture, and his-
tory, but also on a strict demarcation of the boundaries between
nations and peoples. The sticky problem historically has been
whether these boundaries have been drawn according to psychologi-
cal or biological lines. In a country like Germany, where this demar-
cation has evolved according to biological criteria, the logic of this
perspective, taken to its extreme, holds that members of the commu-
nity are born different and special and that the presence of nonmem-
bers represents a dangerous dilution of that which makes the
community unique. Although since the end of World War II public
expression of such attitudes has entailed a serious risk of public and
legal censoring, the ethnocultural perspective and biological defini-
tion of community boundaries remain firmly embedded in German
law. The most prominent examples of this are the jus sanguinis regu-
lation of citizenship, through the continued use of the 1913 citizen-
ship law, and the extension of citizenship rights to “ethnic Germans”
in Eastern Europe through Article 116 of the Basic Law.

While the inclusion of these regulations in the legal structure of
the West German state reflected practical and even humanitarian
considerations at the end of the war as much as a desire to maintain
the ideal of a unified “ethnic” German nation after defeat and divi-
sion, their persistence has, nonetheless, profoundly shaped the poli-
tics of immigration in the 1980s.10 This is seen most significantly in
the situation obtaining in 1989, when no less than 7 percent of the
resident population of the FRG lived without full rights of political
participation.11 Not only blatantly undemocratic, this situation also
created positive incentives for politicians to engage in the divisive
politics of ethnic identity. Because foreign residents of the FRG who
are not citizens of other European Union (EU) countries are at pre-
sent unlikely to acquire either citizenship or the right to vote, poli-
ticians can engage in immigrant bashing without fear of electoral
reprisal by immigrant voters.

The second perspective in German attitudes and laws govern-
ing the residence of foreign nationals reflects traditions of continen-
tal statism and communitarianism. From this point of view,
lawmakers should be hesitant to codify the rights of individuals for
fear that doing so might impede the attainment of a higher pur-
pose—the realization of the raison d’état or “general will.” Instead,
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there is greater willingness to restrict individual rights in pursuit of
social outcomes and to entrust state administrators with discretion-
ary power to manage conflicts between individual and state or com-
munal interests. The history of postwar West German attempts to
regulate political asylum and guest workers is replete with legisla-
tion seeking to maximize the discretionary powers of state actors and
to limit the ability of individuals to block administrative authority,
particularly through judicial review.12 Prominent examples are the
1965 Foreigner Law (Ausländergesetz) and the 1992–93 change in the
constitutional regulation of political asylum.

In the postwar decades of rapid economic growth, those work-
ing according to a statist/communitarian perspective introduced a
deceptively simple calculus into the regulation of foreign nationals
in German society. As guest workers represented the first large-scale
influx of foreign nationals since the immediate postwar period,
much of the foundation for the regulation of relations among Ger-
mans, foreigners, and public authority evolved from experience with
them. During the years of the “economic miracle” it was easy to
think of the presence of guest workers as a relatively simple affair:
as long as they represented a net gain for the community—defined
exclusively in short-term, material terms—they were tolerated.
Should they become a burden, they would have to leave.13 Events in
the 1970s dispelled both the illusion of uninterrupted economic
growth—which conveniently concealed differences of interest be-
tween guest workers and other elements of West German soci-
ety—and the belief that foreign labor could be managed purely as
an industrial input. Persistent growth in the guest worker popula-
tion, even after the 1973 recruitment stop, raised, among others, a
troubling question: with what justification and at what price could
human beings be excluded from full participation in a democratic
society? By the 1970s, then, statist/communitarian regulations came
in conflict with the last perspective.

The final set of attitudes informing the regulation of foreigners
in the FRG and the evolving politics of immigration belongs to the
liberal and humanist traditions of the Western democratic experi-
ence. Liberals and humanists advocate strong institutional mecha-
nisms for the protection of individual rights against encroachment
by either the state or social majorities. As in the constitutions of other
Western parliamentary democracies, the FRG’s Basic Law contains
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articles guaranteeing certain fundamental individual rights to all on
its territory, regardless of nationality. In the development of the poli-
tics of immigration, none has been more important than Article 16,
which guarantees the politically persecuted a right to asylum, and
Article 19, Paragraph 4, of the Basic Law, which ensures recourse to
judicial review to individuals who feel their rights have been un-
justly curtailed by administrative decision.

Conceived partly in atonement for the crimes of National So-
cialism, these articles have provided access to the physical security
and material wealth of West German society to a great number of
individuals. Many of these individuals were clearly entitled to po-
litical asylum under Article 16, and many were not. Liberal access to
judicial review for all asylum applicants, however, has had the con-
sequence that by the early 1980s the average length of asylum pro-
ceedings had stretched to longer than six years.14 During this time
public resources finance not only housing and support for these
individuals, but also the cost of legal proceedings themselves. As the
number of applications increased, case backlogs swelled, reviews
lengthened, and the asylum process became a steadily more attrac-
tive means of entrance to West German society. As this became a
vicious cycle, resonance grew—first among state and local politi-
cians and then in the broader public—for a halt to the “abuse” of
Germany’s asylum laws.15

Because each is embedded in the legal structure of the FRG,
these three perspectives represent the key topographical features of
the arena in which the presence of foreigners became politicized at
the end of the 1980s. As late as the early 1980s, these three principles
coexisted tenuously in German politics and society without finding
their way to the center of competition among the major political
parties. Alone, undisguised appeals based on an ethnocultural vi-
sion of society were excluded from politics. By the mid-1980s mount-
ing pressure to solve the problems associated with the rapidly rising
number of immigrants forced politicians to search for ways to frame
these developments politically. This process of politicization in-
volved elevating certain interpretations of problems, along with
policies to rectify them, while subordinating others. Before turning
to the role of political parties in shaping the politics of immigration
and relations between German and non-German residents, we must
examine the powerful taboos about racism and the NS past, which
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also represent considerable constraints on possible outcomes in West
German ethnic relations.

THE PAST AS CONSTRAINT ON THE POLITICS OF ETHNIC RADICALISM

As a result of history, exclusive nationalism and ethnic politics
have become the intellectual property of the extreme right. Fur-
ther—and also a result of history—nowhere else in Western Europe
does past experience weigh so heavily against organized expressions
of exclusive nationalism as in the FRG. Revulsion at the crimes of
the NS era and Germany’s defeat, occupation, and dismemberment
at the end of World War II are reflected not only in popular attitudes,
but also in institutional norms and legal structures. These norms and
laws severely circumscribe public space to the expression of such
ideas, particularly when they are advocated by organizations. While
these barriers have not precluded the existence of organiza-
tions—even far right political parties—holding such ideals, they
channel their development in one of two directions.16 Such organi-
zations must either move away from overt advocacy of racism and
ethnic hierarchy or be pushed into a clandestine existence on the
criminal margins of society. This section considers these social and
legal barriers to the organized politics of ethnic exclusivity.

Both popular attitudes and rules of self-government within so-
cial organizations reflect the strength of norms condemning the Nazi
past as a constraint on radical politics, particularly by ethnic entre-
preneurs and far right parties. Observers of public opinion in the
FRG note that public satisfaction with democratic institutions has
risen parallel to a decline in the number of those voicing positive
associations with the NS past. Further, because they exist in chrono-
logical juxtaposition with one another, support for the ideas and
institutions of the FRG seems to be inextricably intertwined with
rejection of National Socialism. Such developments represent a
structural limitation on the electoral support for appeals based on
exclusive nationalism even during periods of considerable institu-
tional change.17 Moreover, such attitudes, especially since the late
1960s, have found nearly constant reinforcement in the rules and
norms governing many important social organizations. For organi-
zations associated with the political left, this is a matter of ideologi-
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cal course. However, even in organizations that are politically neu-
tral or on the democratic right, one finds strict controls over flirta-
tions with the intellectual property of the extreme right. Such
controls in key social organizations contribute in turn to the creation
of similar controls in other organizations, with the eventual effect of
building an infrastructure of democratic civil society within which
there are few enclaves where extreme nationalist and racist attitudes
can be expressed openly.

In addition to the norms permeating popular attitudes and
organizations, formal, legal restrictions on the content of political
messages circumscribe the room for maneuver of radical political
organizations. Three articles of the Basic Law set tight legal bounda-
ries on the behavior of political organizations operating at the
fringes of democracy. Article 18 permits the restriction of the civil
rights of those who would turn the freedoms of conscience, unre-
stricted dissemination of ideas, and association against the “basic
order of freedom and democracy.” Article 9, Paragraph 2, grants
state and federal interior ministries authority to disband associa-
tions whose purpose or activities operate contrary to law, the con-
stitutional order, or the reconciliation of different peoples. Finally,
Article 21, Paragraph 2, provides for the proscription as “unconsti-
tutional” of any political party that, according to the behavior of its
members, seeks to undermine or eliminate the basic order of free-
dom and democracy or that endangers the existence of the FRG.18

These limitations have been refined and extended by the rulings of
the Federal Constitutional Court against extremist organizations of
both the political right and left. The enforcement of these regula-
tions demonstrates that a measure of conformity to certain ground
rules is a prerequisite of existential importance to extremist parties
in the FRG.

While not eliminating the politics of ethnicity altogether, these
constraints push the development of ethnic politics, and the political
organizations that would capitalize on them, along two divergent
courses. Explicit association of an organization with violence and/or
the discredited racism and ideology of the NS past almost ensures
that some combination of state authorities, other political parties,
and even the broader electorate will move to drive it out of the
political arena and out of existence or into the ghetto of clandestine
Nazi and neo-Nazi politics. To avoid marginalization, far right par-
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ties and ethnic entrepreneurs must perform a most delicate—and
perhaps impossible—balancing act. While avoiding explicit en-
dorsement of violence, racism, and NS ideology, they must also dif-
ferentiate themselves from parties of the democratic right, the
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and Christian Social Union
(CSU), on the basis of concrete issues. Consequently, the chances for
such entrepreneurs to win votes outside a core of ideologically mo-
tivated voters, of far less than the 5 percent threshold necessary for
parliamentary representation, remain hostage to the choices of other
actors—primarily other parties—within the electoral system. Rarely
do established actors intentionally leave open space on an issue hos-
pitable to ethnic entrepreneurs. However, with the politicization of
immigration at the end of the 1980s, such a configuration did
emerge.

THE ELECTORAL OUTCOME: OPENING POLITICAL SPACE FOR FAR RIGHT PARTIES
ON IMMIGRATION

Given the narrowly defined room for maneuver of far right
organizations, the politicization of the FRG’s ethnic tensions in the
form of electorally competitive far right parties at the end of the 1980s
seems unlikely. To understand how this came to be, it is necessary to
consider the actions of established political parties on issues surround-
ing immigration within the constraints outlined above. This section
describes the role of both strategic choices made by established parties
and the consequences of those choices—whether intentional or unin-
tentional—in creating an electoral space for far right parties to capi-
talize on the tensions arising from immigration. Because the existence
of a potential does not ensure that it will be exploited, a brief account
will be given of the entrepreneurial character of the FRG’s far right
parties, particularly the REPs.

The absence of legal avenues for immigration, or even a public
discussion that West Germany might be a “land of immigration,” left
open the political definition of problems arising from the annual
influx of hundreds of thousands of people. But even as the weight
of numbers assured that these problems would find their way onto
the political agenda, it was up to elected political representatives to
frame them as issues and propose solutions to deal with them. Here
the immigration issue became the subject of one of the dilemmas that
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has arisen out of the declining ideological distance that separates
major parties and their voters not only in the FRG, but also in many
Western industrial societies. As polarized ideological interpretations
of the world wane, large parties have increasingly laid their claim to
political power in the capacity to manage economic and social prob-
lems. Simultaneously, such problems, including immigration, have
become sufficiently complex to defy solution by the means readily
available. However, under the pressure of electoral competition, can
any party—government or opposition—admit its uncertainty or
helplessness in the face of an important problem without appearing
inept or handing its political adversaries an electoral advantage?19

Because immigration in the FRG was embedded in this dilemma,
established parties confronted the strategic choice between recogniz-
ing the complexity of issues and seeking a nonpartisan, long-term
solution—hoping political competitors would cooperate—and pre-
empting the adversary and forsaking long-term solutions to maxi-
mize short-term political gain (or at least minimize short-term
losses). While the outlines of this choice seemed clear, actors could
not anticipate all the consequences of one choice or another. The
following examines first the choice of the CDU/CSU (“Union” for
short) on issues of immigration and then the consequences of these
choices for others in the political system.

During the latter part of the 1980s elements within the
CDU/CSU sought to define the growing influx of foreigners into
West German society as the result of a “misuse” of the FRG’s liberal
regulation of political asylum. According to this formula, those en-
tering by this means were at best economic refugees, but more likely
they were merely individuals seeking to exploit German prosperity
and a generous welfare system. The solution offered by Union poli-
ticians, therefore, was to change the constitutional provisions for
asylum. In binding “misuse” to a position demanding change in the
constitutional rules for asylum, the Union drew a line of conflict
between the values of statist/communitarians and those of liberals.
Thus immigration was raised immediately from an issue that had
separated elected representatives at different levels of the federal
system to the agenda of intra- and interparty politics.

While initially a CSU response to a local challenge from the
Bavarian Republikaner, the Union’s position was also calculated to
electorally neutralize its major competitor, the Social Democratic
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Party (SPD), on the issue of immigration. Changing constitutional
provisions for asylum required a two-thirds majority and therefore
opposition support. Union willingness to sacrifice the liberal princi-
ples contained in Article 16 was calculated to aggravate the always
tense relations between the defenders of liberal, humanist values
and the more statist/communitarian-oriented Social Democrats
within the SPD. The inevitable deadlock between groups within the
SPD, so Union strategists calculated, would then have the effect of
alienating those voters, particularly in urban districts, who were
confronted on a daily basis with the social and fiscal consequences
of immigration. It was assumed that the Union, on the other hand,
could posture itself as the responsible party, offering a programmatic
response to these problems, only to be blocked by the obstructionism
of an opposition without an alternative.

Convincing evidence for the primacy of electoral concerns over
the desire to manage problems of immigration is offered in the strik-
ing contrast between Union attacks on asylum-seekers and the pol-
icy of Helmut Kohl’s government toward “ethnic Germans” from
Eastern Europe. Under the Special Program for Aussiedler, from Au-
gust 1988 “ethnic Germans” gained unrestricted entry to the FRG
and access to public resources equal to native West Germans.20 This
was done in spite of the fact that 1) most Germans considered the
new arrivals from Eastern Europe—more than 80 percent of whom
spoke no German whatsoever—at least as foreign as most asylum
applicants, and 2) in 1988 twice as many “ethnic Germans” entered
the FRG with the aid of government policy as asylum-seekers en-
tered by means of Article 16. In 1989 the number of “ethnic Germans”
was three times as high (see Table 1). However, unlike a change in
Article 16, controlling the flow of “ethnic Germans” and the de-
mands they placed on the resources of state and society did not
require a two-thirds parliamentary majority. Of course, these East
Europeans tended to be religious, conservative, and hold patriarchal
values, which might incline them to vote for the Union.21

Union efforts to focus public attention on the “misuse” of asy-
lum produced several consequences, none of which was fully in-
tended. First, in a climate where asylum-seekers were portrayed as
an undeserving burden, not only distinctions between different
groups of foreign residents, but also distinctions between different
justifications for the reform of the legal avenues of entrance into the
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FRG began to erode. In formal justifications for reform, Union poli-
ticians emphasized West Germany’s limited fiscal capacity to man-
age a potentially limitless “flood” of foreigners.22 Asylum reform
was presented as a practical necessity dictated by the problem of
limited material resources. However, while arguments about limited
capacity rest on a statist/communitarian logic, the rhetoric of “mis-
use” injected a chauvinist element into public discussions. Asylum
applicants were not presented as humans who, for whatever reason,
were leaving their homes behind, but as frauds and even parasites
sapping the affluence and security created by German society. Such
statements leave little distance between themselves and perspectives
that would attribute the prosperity of (West) German society to some
fortuitous characteristic of Germans that is lacking in other races or
cultures. In short, the inflammatory rhetoric of some Union politi-
cians bridged across the debates of acceptable politics—between lib-
ertarian concerns for individual constitutional rights and the needs
of the state or national community—to the racial and cultural hier-
archies espoused by far right groups.

A second consequence of the “misuse” campaign was also not
precisely what Union politicians had planned. The challenge to Ar-
ticle 16 did produce the expected conflict between the defenders of
different values within the SPD. Further, the inability to resolve the
internal party controversy did drive a wedge between the Social
Democrats and some voters concerned with the problems of immi-
gration. However, in spite of internal divisions, the SPD was able to
damage Union credibility on the problems of immigration. Social
Democrats assaulted Union responsibility for swelling numbers of
“ethnic Germans” from Eastern Europe, demanding a revision of
Article 116. As neither side could implement reforms over the objec-
tions of the other, the West German electorate was treated to the
unseemly spectacle of its elected representatives engaged in a series
of transparent electoral maneuvers, in which the various categories
of foreign residents were reduced to pawns. Consequently a very
visible and damaging deadlock developed at the center of the politi-
cal system.

Through the environment of inflamed rhetoric and political
deadlock, the “misuse” campaign had a third unintended conse-
quence. Far right organizations acquired an opportunity to tran-
scend the politics of the radical right ghetto. In their defense of
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Article 116 and their rhetorical tenor, Union politicians found them-
selves in the uncomfortable position of narrowing the ideological
ground between themselves and parties of the extreme right. More
important, they also gave the far right a concrete issue with which
to differentiate themselves from the CDU/CSU. To Union critiques
that they were the peddlers of discredited ideas from the past, far
right politicians could respond—albeit disingenuously—that it was
not they who were defending the legal notion of a Volk by letting in
hundreds of thousands of “ethnic Germans” who understood nei-
ther the language nor the culture of the FRG.23 At the same time, the
large parties’ inability to formulate a concrete policy on immigration
offered far right parties a chance to assume a populist stance vis-à-
vis not only the Union, but also the party system as a whole. Against
the backdrop of legislative gridlock, far right politicians portrayed
themselves as the representatives of the common people against a
uniformly cynical and corrupt political class. With a small measure
of authenticity, they could claim the issue was not “asylum appli-
cants” or “ethnic Germans”—these were labels that interested pro-
fessional politicians, not common people—but rather too many
foreigners. Far from offering an outlet for voters to make an abstract
or ill-defined protest, far right parties focused electoral dissatisfac-
tion on a concrete issue and the real shortcomings of the political
system in dealing with immigration.24

As noted, the presence of opportunity offered no guarantee that
political organizations of the far right would be prepared to exploit
it. It was the innovation of the REPs to seek explicitly to maintain
distance in public between themselves and statements of ideology,
use of Nazi symbols, and—especially—any association with vio-
lence. With mixed success, the REPs sought to adapt right extremism
to the rules of parliamentary democracy. Borrowing an innovation
of the French Nouvelle Droite, the REPs were careful to couch their
objections to foreigners in German society in the language of culture
and values, thereby skirting the stigmatizing issue of racism.25 To
preempt official and popular suspicions about personal links be-
tween the party and other far right organizations, Paragraph 3 of the
REP party statute excludes from membership the functionaries of
any political organization considered anticonstitutional or radical.26

However, the need to bind the loyalties of committed far right activ-
ists and to create an appearance of respectability before the public
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created too many inconsistencies and demanded a nearly untenable
balancing act that the party leadership maintained with only limited
success.

Neither the REPs nor the other far right parties successfully
carved out a section of the West German electorate as their own
hunting ground. Rather they collected a heterogeneous group of vot-
ers whose bonds with the other parties (CDU/CSU and SPD) had been
loosened.27 Displaying a pattern of development found in the eletorate
as a whole, where socioeconomic factors and party identification are
becoming less and less tightly aligned, REP voters are not readily
distinguishable from the electors of other parties according to demo-
graphic characteristics. Far right supporters are overwhelmingly male,
more likely to have the minimum required formal education, and be
workers or self-employed;28 however, REP supporters in 1989 could
not easily be differentiated from the West German electorate in terms
of age, confession, income, union membership, or home ownership.29

Where demographic traits fail to distinguish far right support-
ers, however, the subjective orientations of these voters present a
more revealing picture. When asked to list spontaneously the most
important political problems of the day, REP supporters responded
most frequently “asylum-seekers” (34 percent), followed by “ethnic
Germans” (26 percent). The most common responses among the sam-
ple as a whole were “environmental protection” (33 percent) and
unemployment (29 percent).30 The reasons supporters listed for giv-
ing their votes to the REPs are also revealing in this sense. Eighty-
two percent of REP supporters cast their vote for the party because
of dissatisfaction with the other parties.31 Almost 90 percent of these
voters saw the REPs as a party “that raised problems neglected by
other parties.”32 Finally, 72 percent of REP voters gave as one of the
main reasons for voting for the party “Because the REPs advocate
solutions to the ‘foreigner problem.’”33 In these data it is clear that
the problems of immigration—and more specifically the inability of
the deadlocked political system to deal with them—presented far
right parties a rare opportunity to extend their support by articulat-
ing and focusing the frustrations of many voters with established
political representatives on a concrete issue.

The emergence of far right parties represents just one possible
outcome for the way tensions growing out of the unsolved problems
of immigration could be channeled into West German politics. Rising
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immigration during the 1980s spread serious social problems
throughout West German society that would not be kept off the
political agenda. While strong social norms and legal restrictions
kept developments from turning violent, there was no guarantee
that the tensions produced by immigration would not find reflection
in electoral politics of ethnicity, as long as actors demonstrated a
minimal conformity to taboos about racism and violence. In fact, the
restrictive regulation of German citizenship and political participa-
tion provides no disincentive for such development. Politicians who
exploit nativist frustrations with foreign residents—whether in es-
tablished or far right parties—face no possibility of electoral punish-
ment from naturalized voters.

Ultimately, however, established politicians bear responsibility
for the emergence of identity politics in the form of far right parties.
Faced with the complexity of immigration, these politicians had to
decide between long-term bipartisan reform, on the one hand, or
framing the issue to maximize immediate political advantage, on the
other. The competitive nature of the electoral environment seemed
to point to the prudence of the latter course. However, the Union’s
choice to frame issues according to the formula of “misuse of asy-
lum” and constitutional change created the polarized and dead-
locked environment which opened a space in the otherwise narrow
constraints imposed on the electoral efforts of far right parties. Fur-
thermore, the successes of far right parties in spring 1989 had the
effect of hastening internal realignment and strengthening advocates
of a harder line on “foreigners” within the Union.34 Floating voters
felt their votes for far right parties vindicated by the sudden atten-
tion they received from an otherwise unresponsive political class,
and it is not clear whether movement by the Union would have
recaptured these voters or consolidated the position of far right par-
ties in a manner similar to the development of the National Front in
France. In any case, a few months later unification dramatically
changed the course of developments.

370  John C. Leslie



IMMIGRATION AND ETHNIC TENSIONS AFTER UNIFICATION: THE
ERUPTION AND SPREAD OF XENOPHOBIC VIOLENCE

German unification is sometimes described as a hostile corpo-
rate takeover where Western institutions and practices were simply
extended eastward. This analogy is contradicted by the record of
ethnic relations before and after unity. While far right parties re-
emerged after more than a year of dormancy in some Western state
and local elections after fall 1991, unification was accompanied by a
different manifestation of ethnic tensions in German society, an ex-
plosion of violence against foreigners starting in summer 1991 (see
Table 2). The collapse of the centralized SED regime and the acces-
sion of the newly reorganized East German states to the FRG through
the provisions of Article 23 of the Basic Law created a completely
new and fluid social environment onto which the institutions and
practices of West German parliamentary democracy were superim-
posed. The injection of the same debates and issues concerning im-
migration into this new social environment created opportunities for
a different type of actor—skinhead cliques—to produce a different
type of outcome in the management of ethnic tensions: spontaneous
attacks on foreign residents.

The investigation of the changing nature of ethnic relations in
the FRG after unification proceeds in four sections. First, it considers
the emergence of a turbulent social environment after the SED’s col-
lapse and rapid unification. The second section examines the transfer
of issues and debates surrounding immigration from the West to the
East. The third looks at the actors who discovered an opportunity
for themselves in this new situation. In the final section, the analysis
demonstrates how opportunity and actors came together in one
highly publicized incident of xenophobic violence in the Eastern city
of Hoyerswerda and how this incident (and others like it) generated
the bandwagoning effects which spread violence not only through-
out the East, but to the West as well.
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COLLAPSE AND UNIFICATION: THE DISRUPTION OF STATE CONTROL AND
ASSOCIATIONAL LIFE IN THE EAST

To understand why immigration produced such profoundly
different consequences in ethnic relations before and after unity,
some attention must be given to the social environment left in the
wake of the collapse of the GDR and German unification. The trans-
formation of Eastern society brought two developments that were
important for the intitial eruption of violence. First, rapid reorgani-
zation precipitated a collapse of the organs of state control and social
integration. At the same time, many East Germans were faced with

Table 2

Right Wing Violence, 1982–93

Total East Germany
Year (Number) (Number) Percent

1993 1,814 25

1992 2,584 865 33

1991 1,483 493 33

1990 270

Old FRG

1990 128

1989 103

1988 73

1987 76

1986 71

1985 69

1984 83

1983 67

1982 53

Source: Jens Alber, “Towards Explaining Anti-Foreign Violence in Germany”
(Cambridge, Mass.: Center for European Studies, Harvard University,
n.d.), table 1; Working Paper Series No. 53.
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a new and complex environment within which they were expected
to make choices, even as many of the associations that had pre-
viously provided information and direction in this process were fall-
ing away. This lack of a comprehensive and authoritative network
of institutions and associations, simultaneously binding citizens to
society and subjecting them to state authority, distinguishes the post-
unification experience of East Germans from developments in the
West prior to fall 1989 and provides the backdrop for the escalation
of xenophobic violence.

While society in the GDR bore little resemblance to Western
civil societies, for forty years centrally directed organizations inte-
grated some East Germans into Leninist state-society and kept the
rest under tight control. Starting in late summer 1989, however,
nearly every form of organized social activity—from the center of
the political system down to family life—underwent at least tempo-
rary disruption, weakening normative and coercive controls over
individual behavior. The following considers the consequences for
social controls of the administrative reorganization of the East and
the introduction of the Social Market Economy.

The collapse of centralized control by the SED produced three
patterns of administrative transformation which had the effect of
eliminating or undermining the authority of state controls. First, at
the extremes of the old system—at the political center and in local
administration and production—old organizations collapsed. The
record of forty years of absolute power eliminated all credibility
from the party’s claim to the right to exercise central political author-
ity. Power devolved rapidly from the party center, first to other
points within the party organization, then to citizens’ groups outside
the party, and finally to other parties backed by Western sponsors.35

At the local level, the departure of more than 400,000 East Germans
who fled the GDR between late 1989 and early 1990 left behind often
insurmountable gaps in production, administration, and the provi-
sion of services.36 While other organizations filled the vacuum at the
political center, many of the social and economic holes at the local
level remain unfilled long after unification.

Two other patterns of transformation contributed to the weak-
ness of those institutions which emerged out of the turbulence of
unification. First, some elements of the old administration—particu-
larly local government and services—remained in place, but with their

Reemerging Ethnic Politics in Germany  373



effectiveness undermined by association with the old regime. This was
particularly true of police and courts which faced—not unsubstanti-
ated—accusations of systematic collaboration with the secret police.
Thus not only unfamiliarity with a new legal framework, but also a
social environment hostile to official authority threw up obstacles to
the enforcement of a newly proclaimed “rule of law.”37

Second, where important institutions collapsed or were too
compromised to remain under old management, organizations from
the West replaced them. This is true of unions, industrial manage-
ment, and political parties.38 These institutions obtained material
and personnel resources from the West, and their authority came not
so much as the local and spontaneous representatives of interests in
East Germany, but from the faith that they were responsible for sta-
bility and prosperity in the West and that they would recreate these
conditions in the East. Insofar as they were staffed by Westerners and
seen as acting in accordance with directives from the West, these
organizations maintained an alien presence, limiting their influence
over members in the East. Further, their authority was highly de-
pendent on the maintenance of economic prosperity and stability.

The introduction of the FRG’s Social Market Economy upset
relations between East Germans and society on an even more basic
level. By summer 1991 economic shock therapy, carried out through
the introduction of the West German DM at a one-to-one exchange
rate and the efforts of unions to quickly raise Eastern wages to West-
ern levels, produced unemployment at an official rate of 18 percent
and at an unofficial rate in excess of one-third of the Eastern working
population.39 Further, prior to 1989 large enterprises (Kombinate), in
addition to their part in industrial production, often played a large
role in the local provision of public housing, consumer goods, edu-
cation, and social and leisure activities for workers and their fami-
lies. Skyrocketing debts and wage rates accompanying currency
union and the breakup and reorganization of Kombinate by the
Treuhandanstalt eliminated these auxiliary functions before other
organizations could step in to replace them.40 Finally, claims for res-
titution of confiscated property by Westerners and elimination of
many generous provisions of the Eastern welfare system brought
insecurity and disruption right into family life. Many families in the
East now faced the disruptions associated with losing a home or the
guarantee of free child care.
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Together shock transformation of the economy and public ad-
ministration created a social environment in which both material
resources and organized social life were relatively scarce. Even the
substantial transfer of resources from West to East has taken place
through the central government and has been devoted to mainte-
nance of stability through the subsidization of consumption, pro-
foundly shaping the organization of economic and social life. As a
consequence of these developments, the bonds which tie citizens to
the normative order of society, as well as the mechanisms which
control them should they breach this order, were temporarily dis-
rupted in the East. This fluidity allowed tensions between German
and non-German residents to develop along a different path than
was possible in the West.

MOVING THE PROBLEMS AND DEBATES SURROUNDING IMMIGRATION EAST

Accession to the FRG through the provisions of Article 23 trans-
ferred more than the institutional rules and organizations of Western
parliamentary democracy East. With laws and parties came also the
issues and debates of the FRG’s political system, including the un-
solved problems of immigration. Regardless of whether Western poli-
ticians understood this, immigration and politicians’ comments on it
had a different audience in Easterners, who themselves confronted a
different set of problems than their new Western compatriots. Conse-
quently, as with the rise of far right parties in the West before 1989,
established politicians played an instrumental role in setting the stage
for the second outcome in ethnic relations, xenophobic violence.

As a concrete problem, immigration was introduced through the
Treaty on Unification. It stipulated that the new Länder—in proportion
to their population rather than in consideration of the social conditions
prevailing in the East—take 20 percent of new asylum-seekers as well
as 20 percent of “ethnic Germans” from Eastern Europe.41 Although
it never approached Western levels in practice, the increasing presence
of foreigners in the East provided a focus for many of the dissatisfac-
tions accompanying unity. In the face of massive unemployment,
housing shortages, and the myriad unsolved problems of reorganizing
Eastern society, it proved difficult for officials to address or diffuse
popular resentments over public expenditures and accommodations
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for foreign residents. Indeed local authorities in the East often proved
unable or unwilling to manage rising tensions between German and
non-German residents before they escalated into incidents such as
those at Hoyerswerda and Rostock.42

Far more important than the physical transportation of immi-
grants eastward, however, was the projection of the politically po-
larized debate about these issues into Eastern society. Within months
of unification public attention refocused on these issues in both parts
of Germany. In the course of summer and fall 1991, under General
Secretary Volker Rühe, the Union’s “misuse” campaign against asy-
lum-seekers took a subtle but important turn. Rather than the state
having reached its capacity to accommodate new immigrants, Union
politicians suggested that the massive misuse of the right to asylum
had overwhelmed the population’s capacity for tolerance.43 Quickly
the existence of a mythical threshold for society’s capacity to accom-
modate foreign residents became common wisdom, and even com-
mentators who should have known better began to speak of the
“threshold of Überfremdung” (overalienation) as fact.44 In the more
volatile East such statements made the situation more hospitable to
racism and xenophobia in two ways. First, they provided existing
and nascent skinhead cliques a target group, an “other” against
which to define themselves. For these groups Union statements pro-
vided outside confirmation by authoritative observers that the pres-
ence of this “other” was dangerous and undesirable. Second, the
ambiguity toward violence contained in such statements supported
the rationalizations of many perpetrators that they were carrying out
the will of the silent majority which politicians themselves were too
hypocritical to enact. At the very least, they excused perpetrators of
violence by placing responsibility for it on the victims. Thus in the
turbulence of Eastern society, imported rhetoric of immigration and
asylum created the perception that violence was tolerated. The costs
of engaging in acts of violence against foreigners were thus lowered.

ENTREPRENEURS IN A PERMISSIVE ENVIRONMENT: AUTONOMOUS SKINHEAD
CLIQUES

While polarized debate on immigration and deadlock at the
political center of the FRG created opportunity for electoral entre-
preneurs from the far right at the end of the 1980s, this same situation
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was not duplicated in the East after unification. To the surprise of
most observers, including far right parties themselves, the turbu-
lence of this environment did not translate into a new electoral po-
tential for parties like the REPs. In fact, since 1989 no far right party
has approached the 5 percent electoral threshold in local, state, na-
tional, or European elections in the five new Länder. Rather, the
fluidity of Eastern society in the immediate aftermath of unification
created an opportunity for a completely different kind of actor:
small, autonomous groups of young men who, at least in external
appearance, adopted the symbols and language of racism, xenopho-
bia, and even National Socialism. This section considers the origin
of these groups and the opportunity presented to them by the appar-
ent permissiveness of postunification society to antiforeigner vio-
lence.

More than 90 percent of xenophobic acts of violence against
foreigners in East and West Germany between 1990 and 1993—in-
cluding those in Hoyerswerda and Rostock—were committed by
groups of men under the age of 25.45 Of these, about half were com-
mitted in groups of ten or fewer. While these cliques represent a
rudimentary form of organization and while the overwhelming ma-
jority of their members claim a skinhead, extreme right, or xenopho-
bic orientation, it might make some sense to describe them as
political organizations.46 However, even if these are political organi-
zations with a specific ideological orientation, this does not imme-
diately betray the goals or reasons for their existence. Most of these
cliques, far removed from the ambitions of far right parties or clan-
destine neo-Nazi movements, do not seek to win state power or to
promulgate a political agenda. Rather, they serve the immediate
needs of their members for orientation and a sense of political iden-
tity in a turbulent environment.

The core of many of these skinhead cliques came into being
during the later years of the GDR. From their origins it is clear that
the extreme right ideology and symbols of these groups served pri-
marily the needs of their members for an independent political iden-
tity vis-à-vis the homogenizing official culture of “real-existing
socialism.”47 By the late 1970s and early 1980s media-transmitted
expressions of Anglo-American youth culture, such as heavy metal,
punk, and skinheads, had become nearly interchangeable symbols
of resistance for young East Germans against the official culture of
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the GDR. Distinctions between these categories were less important
than the fact that they were all proscribed by the authorities.48 How-
ever, because the self-identification of the GDR was inextricably
bound up with a rejection of the NS past, the symbols of the Third
Reich proved powerfully alluring to those wishing to express their
alienation from the official order. Evidence suggests these symbols
were already in ascendence by the late 1980s in many parts of the
East German youth subculture.49 With the collapse of the old social
order, existing far right groups formed a core around which other
disattached youths could coalesce. Further, the rhetorical environ-
ment of the postunification asylum debate provided external rein-
forcement—or at least did nothing to disabuse members—of a
xenophobic interpretation of their surroundings.

Considerable heterogeneity and intergroup mobility exists be-
tween political, unpolitical, left, and right skins, pointing to the fact
that neither ideological goals nor service to organizations is the pri-
mary motive for membership. Rather, the purpose of most skinhead
groups centers more on their mere existence than the realization of
a common external goal. Such groups provide a measure of integra-
tion and belonging missing in other aspects of life in a turbulent
environment. They offer members the security of numbers. Finally,
in dividing the external society into superordinate and subordinate
categories, groups furnish members a sense of orientation toward
the outside world.50

Violence has proven an effective means of consolidating and
reinforcing group bonds. It forcefully delineates boundaries between
the group and the external environment. It creates its own demand
for the safety of the group. It is the primary means of testing the
group’s schema for classification of the external world into superior
and inferior categories. Finally, it even mediates a common set of
values concerning masculinity, comradeship, and action.

Because the origin and operation of such cliques focuses on
association for its own sake, rather than organization toward a com-
mon political purpose, there are considerable barriers to the incor-
poration of these loose cliques into formal far right organizations.
One observer has suggested that members of skinhead cliques ap-
proach action,  violence, and group membership hedonistically—out
of the individual desire for experience, rather than out of commit-
ment to the realization of an idea—in a kind of “post-modern neo-
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Nazism.”51 It has also been observed that individuals with such ori-
entations seldom subordinate themselves to the discipline required
by the Führer/cadre organizations of old-style clandestine far right
groups.52 Consequently attempts by more organized groups to in-
strumentalize skinhead violence have been unsuccessful.53 Planned
and organized acts of violence remain unusual, while the majority
of attacks on foreigners seem to be more or less spontaneous inci-
dents facilitated by too much alcohol, boredom, and television-me-
diated examples to imitate.54

HOYERSWERDA AND THE PROCESS OF ESCALATION

Attacks by German youths on foreign residents in Hoyer-
swerda, 17–24 September 1991, illustrate both the processes shaping
the eruption of ethnic violence in the new FRG and a turning point
in that development. In this week of increasing confrontation, one
observes the interaction of skinhead cliques, official weakness, pub-
lic tolerance, and the appearance of success of violent action, which
brought ethnic relations in the FRG to a brutal nadir in the months
following. Conveyed by electronic media, these events triggered
similar incidents which spread not only throughout the East, but to
the West as well.

Initially the process of escalation in Hoyerswerda was precipi-
tated by the attack of eight young skinheads on Vietnamese street
merchants at the city’s weekly market on Tuesday, 17 September.55

Having been chased from the market by police, a group of about
forty youths then proceeded to a dormitory housing guest workers
from Mozambique; there the attack quickly escalated from yelling
racial epithets to throwing Molotov cocktails. In the succeeding eve-
nings, the siege of the dormitory became what one observer de-
scribed as an “after-work ritual.”56 On Wednesday, the situation
devolved into direct physical confrontations between German
youths—assisted by neighborhood residents—and occupants of the
dormitory. By Thursday evening, 19 September, a crowd of 300–400,
including skinheads from Cottbus and Magdeburg, had gathered to
chant “Sieg Heil” and “Ausländer Raus!”57 On Friday, in an effort to
head off another incident when a group of fifty or so youths gathered
on the central market square, local police met the rioters with several
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hundred reinforcements. However, rather than controlling the situ-
ation, the confrontation degenerated into an inconclusive power
struggle between authorities and the mob.58

The weakness and disarray of police as well as local and state
authorities from Saxony became dangerously obvious to an ever-
widening audience. Hoping to return calm to the situation, police
removed sixty Mozambiquan guest workers from the dormitory.
However, official capitulation only brought on a further escalation
of the situation. Recognizing the weakness of the police, anarchists
from Berlin arrived to challenge the xenophobic attackers.59 Describ-
ing the situation as completely chaotic, police speaker Wolfgang Ki-
essling remarked bitterly that neither the mayor nor local legislative
representatives had been in contact with the police until Saxony’s
interior minister arrived on Sunday, 22 September. “They’re letting
us die here,” Kiessling complained.60

By Monday, 23 September, the damage wrought in Hoyerswerda
was complete. Along with 4 serious injuries, 28 minor injuries, and 83
people taken into custody, the state’s monopoly on the legitimate use
of force had suffered a serious loss of credibility.61 Under massive
police protection, and to the applause of 1,000 bystanders, another 150
asylum-seekers were removed from the dormitory. Before a television
audience, violence had now attained its ostensible goals with the
appearance of public support and official tolerance.

With the televised example of Hoyerswerda, weak social con-
trols, existing skinhead cliques, and the appearance of official toler-
ance combined to generate bandwagoning effects that led to an
upward spiral in the number of violent attacks on foreign residents.62

The spectacle of violence assured media attention. While most in the
FRG felt opprobrium for such incidents, television also transmitted
these events from one group of disattached youths to others, as well
as to neighborhoods where they lived. In these marginal zones, dis-
location and disintegration associated with unification, as well as
frustrations over local authorities’ inability to manage problems aris-
ing out of the need to house foreigners, had already considerably
loosened the bonds which tied residents to the norms of the new
German society. Subsequently what was seen as barbarism by
broader society was greeted as heroism among the already disaf-
fected.63 Once Hoyerswerda demonstrated the “success” of such ac-
tion and that neither state authority nor public opinion was prepared
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to penalize it, potential aggressors elsewhere were confronted with
a new, less costly schedule of risk for participation in violence.
Within this environment small groups of perpetrators risked little
but stood to gain prestige among their peers by engaging in such
acts.64 In the weeks following Hoyerswerda, attacks on foreigners’
dormitories were duplicated not only in the East but in the West as
well. Table 2 demonstrates the qualitative jump in the number of acts
of violence against foreigners with a xenophobic motivation that
took place in 1991.

In the management of ethnic tensions, German unification in-
volved more than a simple eastward extension of the laws and prac-
tices of the old FRG. Rather, attempts to extend constitutional
regulations and political debates to the East encountered the fluid
environment of a society undergoing rapid and dramatic transfor-
mation. In this situation, issues and debates surrounding immigra-
tion did not serve to shift or consolidate loyalties to particular
electoral representatives or even to the institutional framework of
democratic representation itself. In many parts of Eastern society an
articulated infrastructure for social integration, interest aggregation,
and political representation simply did not exist. In this environ-
ment, the relocation of immigrants and the asylum debate provided
external justification among the most alienated for participation in
the few informal but indigenous associations which did exist—skin-
head cliques. Further, weak social controls in the East and media
coverage drove the interrelated processes of group integration and
antiforeigner violence into a spiral of escalation. Finally, although
originating in the climate of the East, violence against foreigners did
not stop at the old intra-German border. Rather, with the appearance
of public tolerance, it moved rapidly to the West, where it had pre-
viously been confined to the criminal margins of society.

CONCLUSION: CONSOLIDATING THE FRG’S
INSTITUTIONAL PARAMETERS

The explosion of xenophobic violence was the consequence of
a transitory situation associated with the disruption immediately
following the collapse of the East German system and rapid unifica-
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tion. The preceding section has demonstrated how tensions in East-
ern society, under already turbulent conditions, were exacerbated by
the policies and rhetoric of established political actors before and
after unification. This section briefly considers the actions of citizens
and politicians to sort out and stabilize regulations governing rela-
tions among Germans, non-Germans, and state authority in the face
of increasingly violent and numerous attacks on foreign residents
before it attempts to draw conclusions about the room for radical
ethnic politics in the political system of the FRG.

In late fall 1992 the post-Hoyerswerda climate of apparent public
and official tolerance turned abruptly against xenophobic violence.
Two developments undermined the appearance of tolerance for right
extremism in Germany: the changing public perception of violence
and the increasingly aggressive posture of state authorities toward far
right activities of all types. Metamorphosis of the public climate was
brought on first by the death of two young girls and their grandmother
in the firebombing of the home of a guest worker family in the Western
city of Mölln in November 1992. This event precipitated a spontaneous
and highly visible transformation in the public perception of violence
against foreigners and xenophobia generally. Prior to this event, mass
assaults on dormitories housing foreign residents had at times been
publicly excused as understandable eruptions of social frustration at
the failures of immigration policy. The attack at Mölln confronted the
German public with premeditated murder motivated by racial hatred
and committed by two or three individuals acting under the cover of
night. Such naked transgression of taboos about violence and racism
made the xenophobic nature of the wave of assaults against foreign
residents undeniable. That a precipitous change in the public climate
accompanied the events in Mölln is confirmed in both measures of
public opinion and the participation of hundreds of thousands in
candlelight processions protesting xenophobic violence in December
and January.65

Second, and perhaps inspired by the example of their constitu-
ents, federal and state interior ministers—under both the CDU/CSU
and the SPD—moved aggressively to dispel any appearance of tol-
erance for violence and right extremism. State authorities recognized
the imperative of leaving no doubt as to the state’s monopoly on the
legitimate use of violence. While the risks of participating in acts of
violence were made clearer by the sentences handed down in trials
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of several participants in such incidents, this message was reinforced
by the federal interior minister’s decision to ban a number of violent
neo-Nazi splinter groups in both East and West.66

Ironically the eruption of xenophobic violence and the eventual
public and official reaction to it also proved catastrophic for the
electoral chances of far right parties for two reasons. First, as the
public climate swung rapidly against violence, it was difficult for
electoral organizations such as the REPs and DVU to maintain the
finer distinctions between their own rhetorical attacks on foreigners
and skinhead violence. State authorities, who were usually also rep-
resentatives of a party losing votes to the far right, did what they
could to facilitate the conflation of these categories in public.67 Con-
sequently far right electoral parties were swept up with more violent
groups in the blanket reaction against right extremism.

The second reason xenophobic violence proved catastrophic for
the electoral fortunes of far right parties is that it contributed to
ending the deadlock between the CDU and SPD on asylum. While
both parties were hemorrhaging votes to the right in Western state
elections, events outside the FRG seemed likely to make the current
situation worse and perhaps even uncontrollable.68 By early 1992
civil war in Yugoslavia and the collapse of the Soviet Union made a
new wave of refugees and an aggravation of already tense social
relations seem inevitable. Against this backdrop, the threat to public
order represented by escalating violence put enormous pressure on
the major parties to end the stalemate on immigration. Changing
Article 16 became the path along which movement took place as a
result of the Union’s ability to consistently trumpet the themes of
“asylum” and “misuse.” Against the focused Union barrage, the in-
ternally divided SPD stood no chance in the contest to frame the
issue of immigration in public. Recognizing their advantage, Union
leaders took the opportunity to blame Social Democrats not only for
a rising number of asylum-seekers, but also for violence. Since—ac-
cording to Union poiticians—violence was the reaction of a society
taxed beyond its capacity for tolerance, an end to SPD intransigence
on Article 16 would not only limit the number of asylum-seekers,
but also remove the cause for violence. In summer 1992 the Social
Democratic leadership gave up resistence to constitutional change
and agreed to the inclusion of lists of “secure” countries and transit
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states from which the FRG would no longer accept asylum appli-
cants.

While the “Asylum Compromise” did not solve the FRG’s prob-
lems with immigration, it did dispossess far right parties of the
populist platform from which they could berate the major parties “to
do something about foreigners!” Now they had to suggest a pro-
grammatic alternative to the Union’s position. In this situation far
right parties in Germany lost all room for maneuver. They are now
trapped in a predicament where they must either formulate a posi-
tion which is only marginally different from their mainstream rivals
or advocate an ideologically motivated program which puts them
outside the normative boundaries of acceptable politics. They have
no profile if they do the former, and they are damned if they do the
latter.

Both of these developments demonstrate the continuity of con-
straints over possible outcomes in ethnic relations in the FRG before
and after unification. On the one hand, overt racism and violence
continue to be met by public rejection and legal action by state
authorities. On the other hand, organizations seeking to follow an
electoral course by distancing themselves from these taboos remain
highly dependent on openings left for them by other actors in the
political system. When no such space exists, the appeals of such
parties remain confined to a small core of deeply alienated ideologi-
cal voters—precisely where far right parties seemed headed in 1993
and 1994.69

The emergence of far right parties before and xenphobic vio-
lence after German unification demonstrates the role of normative
institutions in channeling the development of ethnic tensions in the
FRG. The normative structures of all functioning parliamentary de-
mocracies contain either implicit or explicit proscriptions against
social violence and racism. As the experience of the FRG before unity
demonstrates, however, these are not sufficient to preclude aggrava-
tions of ethnic tensions in society, such as the problems associated
with a rapid rise in immigration, from finding expression in the
political system as exclusive nationalism and xenophobia. The expe-
rience of the FRG immediately after unity provides us with a pow-
erful reminder that these constraints do not operate among those
who remain outside the integrative and control structures of demo-
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cratic society. Here, if allowed, violence and racism may provide
substitute mechanisms for integration and social organization.

However, developments in the FRG also make no indication
that the emergence of entrepreneurs exploiting ethnic tensions in a
democratic society is inevitable. Rather, the German experience
points to the intended and unintended consequences of actors’
choices within the constraints of the normative and competitive in-
stitutional structures of democracy. Rapid growth in the number of
foreign residents during the 1980s combined with the special situ-
ation that the FRG makes no legal provision for immigration to con-
front elected representatives with a choice about how to frame
problems associated with immigration within the political arena.
However, politicians did not enjoy unlimited freedom in doing this.
The path of history, left by preceding generations in the form of laws
and social norms, creates opportunities to frame issues in some ways
while foreclosing others. For instance, the institutional topography
of the FRG made it possible for German politicians to substitute the
term “asylum applicant” for “immigrant” and call for change of the
constitutional regulation of asylum on the grounds that German so-
ciety was burdened beyond its limits by the existing liberal regula-
tion. What they could not demand was that borders be closed and
all foreigners be forcibly repatriated on the grounds that they threat-
ened the health of the German Volk. Nevertheless, they were con-
fronted with a choice and multiple paths along which to proceed.

The evolution of the competitive electoral system provides the
second set of constraints on how German politicians chose to frame
issues. As the ideological lines that divide both parties and elector-
ates become less distinct, parties find themselves in increasing com-
petition to attract the same voters. Often they do so by portraying
themselves as effective managers and problem-solvers. However, at
the same time they must be sure to differentiate themselves from
competitors. Therefore, when confronted by a set of issues as com-
plex as immigration, for which long-term solutions are likely to re-
quire institutional reform and a broad degree of social and political
support, politicians face another choice. On the one hand, they can
admit the complexity of the situation and seek the cooperation of
other actors, including competitors, in arriving at a solution. This
strategy requires a great deal of trust that others will not seek to
exploit the issue for their own advantage, and it harbors the risk that
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if cooperation in fact ensues, voters may cease to distinguish be-
tween competitors, thereby leaving space for new entrants. On the
other hand, actors can rely on the limited memories of their constitu-
ents, foresake programmatic reform, and seek to preempt competi-
tors by drawing lines on the issue so as to maximize both interparty
distinctions and electoral advantage. Because immigration was an
issue still relatively open to definition, West German politicians
faced these competing alternatives at the end of the 1980s.

Finally, information is limited and history happens but once.
Actors can never anticipate all the consequences of their actions. The
explosive growth in immigration (an aspect of globalization dis-
cussed elsewhere in this volume) combined with the creation of a
visible yet disenfranchised immigrant minority—the result of Ger-
many’s restrictive regulation of citizenship—presented a consider-
able opportunity for political entrepreneurialism—or so Union
politicians thought. However, it was the efforts of established poli-
ticians—and the Union in particular—to exploit this opportunity for
short-term electoral gains—rather than their failure to do so—which
opened space to far right parties. In 1989 self-serving partisanship
and deadlock at the political center handed a populist platform to
those far right organizations making at least cosmetic efforts to con-
form to social norms about the NS past. Furthermore, the commit-
ment of actors to this strategy at the moment of unification
contributed to the outbreak of xenophobic violence. Only after pay-
ing a horrible price in human lives and suffering have relations
among German and foreign residents and public authority begun to
move in the direction of preunification stability. Yet almost none of
the problems which precipitated these events has been solved. Al-
though violence was highest in the fluent environment of institu-
tional transformation after unification and receded with the
restoration of institutional strength, the economic uncertainties that
exacerbated conflict in the East still persist.

The future of ethnic relations in the FRG is open. On the one
hand, the recognition by politicians within all parties—at least be-
hind closed doors—that reform of Germany’s citizenship law, Article
116, and immigration practice is necessary provide reason for hope.
Indeed, as I have argued here, that law was partially responsible for
creating the conditions in which these events unfolded. On the other
hand, the SPD’s recent attempt to instrumentalize resentments over
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“ethnic Germans” against the CDU in state elections in Rheinland-
Palatinate and Bad-Württemberg leave less room for optimism that
politicians will resist temptation to exploit these issues populisti-
cally.

Politicians must recognize that norms about racism and vio-
lence, and even the laws built on them, are perishable goods. The
persistence of a hierarchy of political rights and the efforts of “demo-
cratic” politicians to instrumentalize popular sentiments against
weak minorities will eventually undermine them. In fact, prominent
observers have sounded the alarm that in the wake of the asylum
debate there are indications that Germany has become less tolerant
of foreigners.70 Ultimately the greatest potential for alienation and
resentment in German society exists among the large and growing
population of disenfranchised permanent residents themselves. Un-
til these people are successfully integrated into democratic society,
they—like some East German youth before them—may learn to take
a different view of racism and violence.
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