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Abstract 

“They absolutely do not want to live like us – and we do not want to live like them”  

Migration and Migrants in the parliamentary discourse of far-right actors in Germany: A Critical 

Discourse Analysis 

Franziska Fuchs 

Keywords: Far-right, Alternative für Deutschland, Migration, Discourse 

 

This research examines how migrants and migration are portrayed and instrumentalized by the far-

right party Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) in political discourse in the German federal 

parliament, focusing on parliamentary debates as an example of political discourse. The research 

analyzes which dominant metaphors, discursive strategies, and frames are used in the AfD’s 

political discourse about migration and migrants, and how German national identity is constructed 

in relation to migration and migrants. The research analyzes 78 speeches delivered by the AfD 

party leaders, the domestic policy spokesperson, and the parliamentary secretary in the German 

federal parliament one year prior to the 2021 and 2025 elections using critical discourse analysis. 

The study shows that migrants and migration are consistently portrayed as a homogenous group in 

the parliamentary discourse of the AfD. Migrants are portrayed as threat to German society, 

security, and the welfare system. They are represented as culturally incompatible, unwilling to 

integrate, and as abusing the state resources. The AfD instrumentalizes migration discourse to 

generate fear, justify restrictive policies, and present itself as the protector of the German 

population, while portraying the government as responsible for uncontrolled migration. These 

representations are reinforced through crisis and threat frames, metaphors of natural disaster, and 

discursive strategies like “us versus them” constructions, emotionalized narratives, and creating 

knowledge through selective use of statistics and facts. The study shows that German national 

identity is constructed in opposition to migrants, emphasizing cultural cohesion, democratic values, 

and belonging based on integration, while migrants are portrayed as a threat to this national order. 
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1. Introduction 

In January 2024, hundreds of thousands of people participated in demonstrations across Germany, 

protesting against the political party Alternative für Deutschland (AfD, Alternative for Germany) 

that is considered a part of the far-right in Europe, its political positions, and other far-right actors 

and movements (Pfeifer 2024). The protests took place over several weeks in large and small cities, 

including Berlin, Munich, Cottbus, and Cologne (ibid.). The demonstrations were triggered by an 

investigation published by journalists from the non-profit newsroom “Correctiv”, which revealed 

that high-ranking AfD members, far-right actors, and members of the political party Christian 

Democratic Union (CDU) had participated in a meeting in Potsdam where plans for large-scale 

deportations of migrants from Germany were discussed, including migrants with German 

citizenship (ibid.). 

The revelations surrounding the meeting not only sparked nationwide protests but also intensified 

public debates about migration, nationalism, and exclusionary policies in Germany and made the 

dangers of right-wing extremism more visible (see Jordan 2024). In this context, examining how 

migration and migrants are represented within political discourse becomes increasingly relevant.  

 

1.1 Problem Area 

Far-right actors are gaining power in many different established Western democracies (Saldivia 

Gonzatti and Völker 2026). Their exclusionary and authoritarian worldview has spread in national 

parliaments, on social media, and in public spaces. Far-right actors and parties are successful in 

setting the agenda in public debates, especially in critical moments like the so-called refugee crisis 

(ibid.). The far-right contributes to the political and discursive mainstream, particularly about the 

issues of migration, integration, and racism (ibid.). Far-right influence on the political mainstream 

is increasing to a point where the far-right's priority becomes the mainstream's focus. Migration 

and integration are gradually more present in political and public discourse (ibid.). 

Migration is a highly politicized and contentious topic in all of Europe. In the case of Germany, 

migration as a theme increasingly shapes media coverage, political debates, policy making, and 
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election outcomes (Rheindorf and Vollmer 2025). The so-called “European migration crisis1” in 

the summer of 2015 marked a turning point, with large numbers of migrants fleeing war and 

poverty in the Middle East and North Africa arriving in Europe (Luša et al. 2018). In 2015, the 

discourse on migration to Germany was characterized by a welcoming culture emphasizing 

humanitarian responsibility and solidarity with refugees (Rheindorf and Vollmer 2025). Following 

events at the end of 2015, for example, the widely publicized assaults of women by refugees2 

(ibid.), the dominant narrative shifted from positive coverage to concerns about security, cultural 

differences, and challenges regarding migrants’ integration into German society (Gerdes 2010; 

Gabriel and Vollmann 2019; Fröhlich 2025). Political discourse evolved from the positive “we can 

do this” attitude of Germany’s chancellor Angela Merkel to focus on security concerns, 

deportations, and asylum restrictions adopted by mainstream parties and far-right actors (Rheindorf 

and Vollmer 2025).  

Political discourse and the way political actors shape discourse about migration have an influence 

on legislation, public perception of migrants, and electoral outcomes (Rheindorf and Vollmer 

2025). Since migration has become an important issue in campaigning for the federal election in 

2017, far-right rhetoric has influenced political discourse. In this context, the far-right party AfD 

increasingly relied on securitization narratives of migrants and refugees, framing them as criminals 

and terrorists to increase their political influence (ibid.).  

Existing research has examined migration discourse and has largely focused on media 

representation, public attitudes, or populism in a broader sense (i.e. see Hellström 2023; Fröhlich 

2025; Gabriel and Vollmann 2019; Kissová 2018; Luša et al. 2018; Lichtenstein et al. 2017). 

Despite the increasing amount of research on migration discourse, there is still a need for more 

understanding of how far-right actors portray migration and migrants within institutional political 

settings. The discourse of members of the AfD in the German federal parliament received limited 

 
1 Scholars, media and politicians often refer to the increased migration to Europe in 2015 as “migration crisis” (see 

Fröhlich 2025; Žúborová and Borárosová 2017; Luša et al. 2018). This study avoids the term “migration crisis” when 

describing these events because it implies a crisis caused by migration itself and may reproduce stigmatizing narratives 

about migrants and refugees. 
2 In Cologne, Germany on New Years Eve in 2015/16 over 500 cases of sexual assault were reported (Werthschulte 

2017). The media mostly described asylum seekers of north African and Arab appearance as perpetrators. A year later 

only 24 offenders of 333 accused were convicted (ibid.). This event is frequently called the time point of the end of 

the welcoming culture (ibid.). 
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focused attention. Previous studies identify recurring themes, but do not explore how these 

portrayals are constructed and used in political discourse. This highlights a gap in literature and the 

need for further research on how migration and migrants are portrayed within parliamentary 

discourse by far-right actors. 

 

1.2 Research Aim and Research Questions 

The aim of this study is to critically examine how the party Alternative für Deutschland portrays 

migration and migrants in political discourse in the German federal parliament, focusing on 

parliamentary debates as an example of political discourse.  

This research seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. How does the far-right party Alternative für Deutschland portray and instrumentalize migration 

and migrants for its political agenda? 

2. Which dominant narratives, metaphors, discursive strategies, and frames are used in the 

Alternative für Deutschland’s political discourse about migration and migrants? 

3. How is German national identity constructed in relation to migration and migrants in the 

Alternative für Deutschland’s political discourse? 

 

1.3 Delimitations of the study 

This research provides a comprehensive picture of how far-right actors portray migration and 

migrants in Germany’s political discourse. However, this study is subject to delimitations. One 

delimitation of this study is that since the AfD is gaining power, this party is the central actor of 

the study, while other far-right parties and movements that also shape the discourse on migrants 

and migration in Germany cannot be considered due to the scope of this study and are not included. 

The research focuses exclusively on parliamentary speeches by members of the AfD in the German 

federal parliament. This allows an examination of discourse within this specific institutional 

setting; however, it does not show discourse in other important areas like social media, party 
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programs, election campaigns, or other political communication. Furthermore, the study is limited 

to two specific time periods, one year prior to the 2021 and 2025 German federal elections to 

narrow down a large set of speeches that are available. Political discourse and framing evolve, and 

due to the time limitation of this study, other time periods cannot be considered. This research does 

not specifically examine the portrayal of migration and migrants in political discourse, intersecting 

with other social categories like gender, class, religion, or being part of a specific minority group. 

These dimensions are often connected and may influence how migrants are portrayed and 

represented within political discourse. This study acknowledges that intersections play an 

important role in representation; a more detailed intersectional analysis is beyond the scope of this 

study.  

 

1.4 Relevance for Social Work and Human Rights research 

This research contributes to social work research by examining how migration is portrayed in 

political discourse and how such constructions shape norms of belonging, safety, and rights. By 

critically analyzing far-right parliamentary discourse, this study examines how language 

contributes to producing and maintaining social hierarchies. This study is connected to social work 

practice, as discourse about migration shapes social, political, and institutional environments in 

which social workers operate. The way migrants are portrayed in parliamentary debates influences 

public perception, policies, and access to rights and public services (see Chando 2019). 

Understanding discursive processes is important for social work, as they influence policies, access 

to social rights, and how marginalized groups are viewed in society. The study contributes to social 

work research examining power relations, exclusion, and discourse that affect social justice and 

human rights.  

This study also contributes to human rights research by examining how migration and migrants are 

portrayed in political discourse. Political discourse plays an important role in shaping how human 

rights are interpreted, discussed, and represented in public debates, policy processes, and society. 

The way migrants are portrayed in parliamentary debates can affect how they are seen (see Bayley 

2004). This study highlights how representations and portrayals may influence access to human 
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rights. This research contributes to a better understanding of how political discourse influences the 

environment in which migrants’ human rights are recognized or restricted. 

Human rights are central to the research since they are the foundation of everyone having dignity 

and equality regardless of their migration status. Human rights are not only legal principles but 

ethical commitments to protect marginalized groups from discrimination. Examining political 

discourse that may undermine these rights is crucial since these portrayals can shape access to 

protection and inclusion. This research connects academic analysis with concerns about social 

justice and inequality and aims to contribute to academic debates and create a deeper awareness of 

the impact language can have on protection and access to human rights. 

Besides contributing to social work and human rights research, this study is relevant and important 

for social work practice. Social work professionals regularly work with migrants who may be 

affected by an increasing power of the far-right, political debates, and public attitudes towards 

migration. Social work as a profession is committed to social justice, human rights, and 

empowerment of marginalized groups, therefore social work practice and social work professionals 

have an important role in addressing and advocating against discrimination and social exclusion. 

Understanding political discourses can help social work professionals critically reflect on the 

societal context clients live in and support advocacy for equal rights and social inclusion.   
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2. Background 

This chapter provides the background for understanding the broader context in which the portrayal 

of migration and migrants in German political discourse takes place. It defines key terms, places 

the study within the development of far-right movements and parties in Europe, and focuses on the 

presence of far-right attitudes within German society. To contextualize current discourse, the 

chapter outlines historical patterns in the portrayal of migrants in Germany. This is followed by an 

overview of the development of the far-right party AfD as a key actor in the German political 

discourse. Finally, the chapter examines how far-right policies and narratives entered and shaped 

mainstream political discourse and parties. This chapter provides a contextual foundation for 

analyzing how migration and migrants are portrayed in parliamentary debates. 

 

2.1 Far-right in Europe 

The success of the far-right in postwar Europe has come in waves, with the most successful wave 

in the 1980s. Since then, far-right parties have been part of coalition governments in various 

countries all over Europe (Golder 2016). In the current European Parliament, far-right parties hold 

26% of the seats and have therefore reached the strength where they can influence the power 

balance within the political system of consensus and majorities (Becker et al. 2025).  

The term far-right3 can be seen as an umbrella term for radical or extreme right groups or 

organizations (Seyidov 2023). Radical right groups, while operating in democratic processes, are 

hostile to liberal democracy and critical of its crucial aspects like pluralism and rights of minorities. 

Radical right groups publicly criticize the use of violence as an instrument of their politics (ibid.), 

but often emphasize ethno-nationalism, anti-statist populism, and religious fundamentalism as 

aspects of their politics (Jupskås and Leidig 2020). Extreme far-right groups are characterized by 

 
3 In Germany, distinguishing between radical and extreme far-right groups is important since confirmed extreme right 

groups can be legally observed by the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution of Germany with intelligence 

resources, while radical far-right groups are not allowed to be observed in the same way (Kehlbach et al. 2025). The 

Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution considered the AfD as a case involving suspected far-right 

extremism (Bräutigam 2026). The reasons are unconstitutional demands in their party program or the spread attitude 

of people with an immigrant background being second-class citizens within the party (ibid.). Since the AfD is not 

legally confirmed but suspected as extreme right (ibid.) the umbrella term far-right is applied in this research.  
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“anti-democratic opposition towards equality” (ibid. p. 7), which means they reject values of 

democracies and legitimize the use of violence to pursue their aims (Seyidov 2023).  Extreme far-

right attitudes are publicly associated with illegal or highly stigmatized actions and attitudes 

(Jupskås and Leidig 2020).  

Far-right groups believe in a form of natural hierarchy or inequality between people or groups of 

people. That oftentimes includes “nationalism, nativism, racism, xenophobia, antisemitism, 

Islamophobia, and homophobia” (Seyidov 2023, p. 7). Additionally, far-right groups have a belief 

in authoritarianism and an implicit or explicit intention to destroy the democratic system (ibid.).   

Parties of the far-right are radical or extremist in their political ideology (further explanation of 

ideology, power, nationalism and national identity in chapter 5.1 and 5.4). Far-right parties are 

increasingly classified by scholars “on the basis of their radicalism/extremism, populism, and 

nationalism” (Golder 2016, p. 478). Radical ideology is pushing for reform of political and 

economic systems, but does not look to eliminate all forms of democracy. Extremist ideology, 

however, conflicts with democracy in general (ibid.). Far-right parties in Europe view inequality 

as naturally given and not as something that should be intervened in by the state. The goal is to 

create an authoritarian system with strict order in society and a law enforcement system punishing 

aberrant behavior (ibid.). Populism is a common appeal for far-right parties in Europe to divide 

society, limit access to rights and benefits of certain groups, or simplify political issues (ibid.). 

Populism considers society as divided into two homogenous groups, the people and the corrupt 

elite, and considers the people as the morally superior group (ibid.). Nationalism is a common part 

of far-right ideology and is the basis of all their policies (ibid.). The far-right features different 

kinds of nationalism based on whether individuals choose to be members of the civic nation and 

accept a common set of cultural practices and values (civic nationalism), or based on being a part 

of an ethnicity (ethnic nationalism), or based on nationalism combined with xenophobia (nativism) 

(ibid.). Most far-right parties have adopted an ethnopluralist form of nativism that considers 

cultures as equal but distinct and incompatible (ibid.).  

Far-right parties gain more influence on the national and European Union (EU) level (Becker et al. 

2025). On the national level, the parties either get government responsibility or gain blocking 

positions. Also, the rising presence of far-right parties and politicians in national parliaments 
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strengthens the influence on discourse about policy (ibid.). In September 2025, in one-third of the 

EU countries, far-right parties led or supported the national government. Despite the far-right's 

increasing influence on the national level, the influence didn’t grow on the same level on the EU 

level (ibid.). Overall, the influence and integration of far-right parties in Europe and the EU is 

established and increasing (ibid.).  

The increase in the influence of far-right parties in Europe can be seen in parties being primary or 

coalition partners of governments. The largest parliamentary party in Italy, Brothers of Italy, has 

the majority in a right-wing coalition and got 26% percent of the votes, and Italy’s prime minister 

Giorgia Meloni is a member of the far-right party (Wang and Qiao 2025). Austria’s far-right party, 

the Freedom Party of Austria, got 26% of the votes and joined a governing center-right coalition in 

2017. The far-right party National Rally of France is a big political force, and its presidential 

candidate, Marine Le Pen, got 42% of the votes in the presidential elections in 2022 (ibid.). 

Germany’s far-right party AfD is one of Europe’s youngest to achieve electoral success and 

political influence (a more detailed explanation in chapter 2.4) (ibid.). The party Fidesz is the 

authoritarian party of power in Hungary and has become more radical-right while remaining in 

government (Kim 2024).  

The far-right party of Sweden, the Sweden Democrats, became the second-largest party in the 

Swedish parliament in 2022. While they are not in the cabinet, they have a “quasi-ruling party” 

(Wang and Qiao 2025, p. 5) status through signing an agreement to support the governing coalition 

in exchange for influence in the political landscape (ibid.). Sweden’s far-right party, the Sweden 

Democrats, has transformed Swedish politics by using a proxy discourse that links concerns about 

gang criminality and clans to an anti-immigrant and nativist worldview (Ekström et al. 2025). This 

creates the image that criminality and cultural diversity are inherently connected, which leads to a 

discursive shift in public discourse and across the political spectrum (ibid.). The Moderate Party 

responded with an approach to the far-right’s ideology, adopting the Sweden Democrats’ attitude 

and the securitizing arguments to legitimize breaking the long-standing refusal to cooperate with 

the far-right party. The Swedish Social Democrats moved away from their humanitarian 

exceptionalism and socioeconomic focus, towards a more restrictive stance to address the issues 

dominating the public discourse (ibid.). All in all, the Sweden Democrats have normalized the 
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criminalization of immigration, leading to mainstream parties adopting far-right attitudes to 

maintain relevance in the general public (ibid.).  

The developments across Europe, for example in Sweden, are also reflected in Germany, where 

far-right attitudes and support for far-right parties increased in recent years. 

 

2.2 Far-right attitudes in German society 

Populist parties and far-right movements have gained more influence in recent years in Germany 

(Hans Böckler Stiftung 2024). Anti-democratic and racist views and conspiracy theories are 

frequently shared by far-right actors. Crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, the war in Ukraine, or 

the climate crisis are instrumentalized, resulting in certain perceptions and views in society (ibid.). 

Part of far-right attitudes in German society are xenophobia, Islamophobia, antisemitism, national 

chauvinism, the trivialization of national socialism, and support for a more authoritarian leadership 

(Brettfeld et al. 2023). 

Zick et al. (2025a) conduct a quantitative study, “The tense center: Right-wing extremist and anti-

democratic attitudes in Germany 2024/25”, about right-wing extremist attitudes in German society 

every other year. In 2024/25, 58% agree or partly agree with national chauvinism, 4% support, and 

22% partly support a dictatorship, 41% of the participants support or partly support xenophobia 

(Zick et al. 2025b, pp. 80–81). In 2022/23, over 8% of the participants had a right-extremist 

worldview, and 20% had a partly right-extremist worldview. The number of participants having a 

right-extremist worldview decreased to 3% in 2024/25 (ibid., p. 82). There is a significant 

difference between women and men when talking about far-right attitudes in Germany; men 

support these attitudes more often than women (ibid., p. 88). Far-right extremist attitudes were 

more popular with older people; this changed in recent years and are now most popular with 18- to 

34-year-olds (ibid., p. 89). Around 70% of the people in Germany think that an increasing right-

wing extremism is threatening German society (ibid., p. 94-95). 

Research shows that people in Germany, having a lower socio-economic status, tend to be more 

likely to have a far-right attitude (Hans Böckler Stiftung 2024). This phenomenon also occurs when 

people see themselves as having a lower socio-economic status, whereas this is actually not the 
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case. Fear of social decline is a big factor in the increase of far-right attitudes (ibid.). People in 

Germany feel a loss of control because the state seems far away from reality and cannot protect the 

population from, for example, immigration. The issue of poverty is also a factor in rising far-right 

attitudes, and the poverty rate in Germany is constantly rising (ibid.). People experiencing poverty 

have limited access to social participation and are therefore dissatisfied with and have less trust in 

the political elite. This leads to less trust in democracy in general (ibid.). 
The reasons why people in Germany vote for the far-right party AfD can vary (Bieber et al. 2018). 

The AfD can be seen as an anti-party-party. That means the party positions itself as a representative 

of groups and topics neglected by established parties and presents itself as a fighter for the “simple” 

people (ibid.). Voters of the far-right party feel a disaffection with or rejection of political parties 

and the political system, and that political elites are corrupt and out of touch with the people. AfD 

voters often have lower satisfaction with democracy and more negative views of politicians (ibid.). 

Support for the AfD is frequently labeled as a protest vote to use the vote as a tool to force a policy 

change in the established parties. This can be seen in the AfD’s founding phase, where 

euroscepticism was the primary reason for the voters, and after 2015, where AfD votes increased 

to show dissatisfaction with the chancellor Angela Merkel’s liberal migration policy (ibid.). An 

increasing number of AfD voters are not only critical of migration and democracy but positioned 

further to the right on the ideological spectrum (ibid.). They see the party representing a social 

group whose cultural traditions and values feel threatened (ibid.). Empirical findings suggest that 

it is misleading to see AfD voters and supporters primarily as “societal losers” who support the 

party due to economic position, as some scholars suggest (Weisskircher 2022). Structural 

disadvantages or subjective feelings of economic deprivation alone cannot sufficiently explain the 

support for AfD. Instead, voting for AfD seems to be strongly linked to negative attitudes towards 

immigration, especially refugees (ibid.). Concerns about cultural change and cultural infiltration 

play a central role in the motivation for voting for the far-right party. Although AfD voters initially 

appear more dissatisfied with democracy, and more concerned about economic conditions, crime, 

and social cohesion, these attitudes largely disappear when controlling migration and refugees 

increases (ibid.). This indicates that support for AfD is driven less by general socioeconomic 

injustice and more by anti-immigrant attitudes (ibid.). 
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2.3 Portrayal of migrants in Germany’s history 

In Germany, it is estimated that more that 20% of the population have parents that were born with 

a different citizenship than German, which is called having a migration background 

(Migrationshintergrund) (Eltges and Strubelt 2019). While Germany has become a country of 

migration over the last decades, for political reasons, it has not accepted the political and legal 

status of an immigration country (ibid.). How migrants are portrayed in Germany has shifted 

between viewing them as temporary economic tools to migrants who threaten the social and welfare 

system (see Barwick-Gross 2025; Eltges and Strubelt 2019).  

Migration can be defined in different ways. The International Organization for Migration defines 

migration as “movement of people from their usual place of residence to a new place of residence” 

(International Organization for Migration n.d.a). Migration across an international border is 

characterized as international migration, while internal migration is moving within a state (ibid.). 

The International Organization for Migration uses the term migrant as an umbrella term, covering 

all people moving away from their home (International Organization for Migration n.d.b). This 

term is used regardless of the person’s legal status, whether it is voluntary or involuntary, regardless 

of the cause of the movement, and the length of the stay (ibid.). The German Ministry for Economic 

Cooperation and Development defines a migrant as a person who leaves the homeland of their own 

accord to look for better prospects in life (Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit 

und Entwicklung n.d.). The German government distinguishes clearly between migrants and 

refugees. Following this definition, migrants are not protected by the international refugee 

protection system (ibid.)4.  

After the Second World War5 Ethnic Germans fled from Eastern Europe to Germany and were met 

with distance and rejection (Perron 2021). Although they were ethnic Germans and spoke the 

 
4 In this research, the definition of migrants by the International Organization for Migrants is adopted, which uses 

migrant as an umbrella term for all people moving regardless of their reason (see International Organization for 

Migration n.d.b). This definition is suitable for this study, as in political discourse, there is not always a clear distinction 

between legal categories of migrants (i.e., refugees, asylum seekers, labor migrants). By applying this understanding 

of migration, the researcher is able to capture how migrants are portrayed in parliamentary discourse without being 

limited by legal distinctions.  
5 This chapter of Germany’s history of migrants’ portrayal covers only the time after World War II since an overview 

of all history is not feasible. The researcher understands that migration and the portrayal of migrants before and during 

World War II lays an important foundation for the portrayal of migrants today. However, the researcher considers the 

history after World War II as most important for this study. 
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German language, they were often viewed as a burden and experienced a “cold homeland” (Eltges 

and Strubelt 2019, p. 41). This view shifted later when migrants were portrayed as essential in 

contributing to the economic miracle (Wirtschaftswunder) in the 1950s and 1960s (Perron 2021). 

Their successful integration became a national success story, formed a new social system, and 

started a process of modernization (Eltges and Strubelt 2019). In the 1950s and 1960s, 

industrialized European economies like Germany needed workers for manual labor. Germany made 

agreements with countries like Turkey, Italy, and Greece to import workforce for jobs Germans did 

not want (Çömlekçi 2020). These workers were referred to as guest workers (Gastarbeiter) since 

they should only stay temporarily and return home after short periods. Media and the public viewed 

them as second-class citizens; they were met with harsh working conditions, and they were isolated 

(ibid.). The German public viewed them as culturally different, and their religion and gender roles 

were seen as obstacles to integration in the German society (ibid.). The children of guest workers 

who stayed grew up in Germany and were often portrayed as being stuck between two cultures. 

They were expected to forget their culture and language; however, they were also portrayed as gang 

members, associated with drug abuse and crime if they failed to assimilate (ibid.).   

In the years after countries like Romania, Poland, and Bulgaria joined the EU, the expression 

poverty migrant was frequently used in the political and public discourse in Germany (Barwick-

Gross 2025). This name is “deeply racialized and classed, referring specifically to poor people from 

Romania and Bulgaria, including Roma” (ibid. p. 99). Political discourse framed these migrants as 

“lazy, potentially criminal, and unassimilable” (ibid. p. 99), and they were portrayed as welfare 

tourists who came to Germany only to exploit social systems rather than to work. This discourse 

presents them as undeserving and as a threatening outgroup, creating a hierarchy between other EU 

citizens and Eastern Europeans (ibid.).  

In 2015, over one million refugees, mostly from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq, came to Germany to 

seek asylum (Eltges and Strubelt 2019). At the beginning, it triggered solidarity among the German 

population, a welcoming culture (Willkommenskultur) was emphasized by media and political 

actors, and thousands of volunteers made a humanitarian arrival in Germany possible (Perron 

2021). However, after the next months, some people felt like the authorities were not able to handle 

the constant numbers of new arrivals and fear of foreign infiltration, cultural differences of religion, 

and refugees’ attitude towards democratic systems took over the narrative in public and political 
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discourse (Eltges and Strubelt 2019). This also led to anti-immigrant discourse and attitudes, and 

electoral success of far-right movements and parties like the AfD. They used the narrative of an 

uncontrolled migration flow to instrumentalize the anger and fear of the population for their agenda 

(Perron 2021). 

 

2.4 History of Alternative für Deutschland 

The Party Alternative für Deutschland was founded in 2013 by a group of economic liberal, 

conservative and national-conservative people that were former members of center-right parties 

like the CDU or the liberal Free Democratic Party (FDP) (Havertz 2021). In the federal election in 

the same year, they got 4,7% of the votes. With that result, they missed the five percent hurdle to 

get into the German parliament (Niedermayer and Hofrichter 2016). The political stances of the 

AfD at the time of the founding were pro-market and market-radical politics, especially when 

talking about euro rescue efforts of the EU, the socio-political stance was national-conservative, 

especially in immigration policies (ibid.). At the beginning, voters voted for the AfD as a protest, 

and the party was a populist alternative for the mainstream parties and used criticism against euro 

rescue policies to get the public’s attention. In 2014, during the campaign for the elections for the 

European Parliament, the party criticized the German government and the EU (ibid.). The main 

topics were euro rescue policies and migration policies. Many voters with a migration-critical 

stance saw in the AfD an alternative to the established parties. Seven members of the party entered 

the European Parliament in 2014 (ibid.).  

At the end of 2014, there was a shift to the right in parts of the party, which led to a division between 

members in the AfD (Decker 2022b). A national-conservative and an economic liberal wing formed 

within the party, and the behavior between the wings became increasingly confrontational (Havertz 

2021). Since the so-called “refugee crisis” in 2015, sympathy for the AfD had risen, which was 

shown in survey results (Decker 2022b). This was important for the party since famous members 

were leaving the party, and disputes between the wings weakened the internal party stability. 

Immigration became the main topic on AfD’s agenda, and this led to AfD becoming an anti-

immigration party (Havertz 2021). By stoking fear of immigration and using existing prejudice and 

concerns about refugees and asylum seekers, they criticized and attacked the German government’s 
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highly liberal immigration policy (ibid.). The political discourse about migration in the AfD 

adopted a populist tone, for example, the German Chancellor at that time, Angela Merkel, was 

often called a traitor to the German people, or that the government wanted to replace the German 

people with a new population by letting a great number of immigrants into Germany (ibid.).  

Focusing on the issues of immigration and asylum paid off and can be seen in election results on 

state level, with getting double-digit numbers in three different German states in 2016 (Havertz 

2021). This success caused a shift to the far-right edge of the political system. This involved turning 

up the anti-immigration rhetoric (ibid.). By using language that was used by the Nazi regime, the 

party members attempted to extend the range of public discourse. AfD’s ideology includes ethnic 

nationalism, Islamophobia, and xenophobia (ibid.). 

At the federal election in 2017, the AfD got 12,6% of the votes, which means they could triple their 

votes of 2013. With this result, the party was the third biggest party in the German parliament 

(Decker 2022b). After that election, the disputes within the AfD got more pronounced because 

right-wing extremists became stronger and more important within the party (ibid.). This led to more 

famous leaders and members leaving the party (ibid.). During the first legislative period in the 

federal parliament from 2017 – 2021, the AfD focused on provoking in parliamentary debates 

rather than working in the parliamentary committees (Ruhose 2023). Ongoing internal disputes 

during the legislative period resulted in an unstable and precarious situation for the parliamentary 

group (ibid.).  

During the COVID-19 crisis, the popularity of the AfD grew, and in 2020, the Federal Office for 

the Protection of the Constitution classified the state association of the party as right-wing extreme 

(Decker 2022b). At the election of 2021, the far-right party got 10,4% of the votes, which made 

them the fifth largest party in the parliament for the next legislative period (Tagesschau 2021). The 

legislative period from 2021 to 2025 in the parliamentary group of the AfD was characterized by 

inexperienced politicians, rejection of pluralistic and parliamentary democracy, and the 

parliamentary system of the government, with no integrative and constructive work in the 

opposition (Rütters 2024). At the early state elections in 2025, the AfD doubled its votes from 

10,4% to 20,8% and is the second largest party in the German federal parliament (Tagesschau 

2025). 
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In 2025, the whole party was classified as right-wing extreme after years of debates about AfD 

violating the human dignity principle, the democracy principle, and the constitutional state 

principle (Kumpfmüller and Grasnick 2025). The Federal Office for the Protection of the 

Constitution states that the party is using ethnic nationalism and right-wing extremism in the 

tradition of national socialism, which led to the decision to classify the party as right-wing extreme 

(ibid.). In February 2026, a court decided that the classification as right-wing extreme was not 

legally justified for now. The court concluded that there are attitudes against the democratic order 

within the AfD, but this does not mean that an anti-constitutional tendency can be identified in the 

party as a whole (Ullrich 2026). This means that the AfD is classified as a suspected right-wing 

extremist party by the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution until the legal 

proceedings have been concluded (ibid.). 

 

2.5 Far-right policies in political mainstream 

The rise of far-right politics has influenced mainstream parties through a process where established 

political actors adapt to radical ideologies and far-right discourses (Feischmidt and Hervik 2015). 

Discriminatory and exclusionary language and racism are found widespread in mainstream 

political discourse (ibid.). Nation and national identity are values that are in the focus of discourse, 

and the protection of these values is the political aim (ibid.). The success of far-right parties drives 

mainstream parties to get more anti-immigrant and culturally protectionist positions (Abou-Chadi 

and Krause 2020). This can be seen especially when a far-right party gains parliamentary 

representation, and they get resources and media visibility. This visibility is perceived as a threat 

by mainstream parties (ibid.).  

One strategy of mainstream parties when dealing with rising far-right is embracing and 

incorporating far-right issues and logic into the mainstream platforms to control the far-right actors 

or win back supporters (Feischmidt and Hervik 2015). Other strategies when dealing with far-right 

parties are challenging the far-right with democratic values or excluding them from electoral 

alliances and public discussions (ibid.). Embracing and incorporating far-right attitudes leads to the 

mainstream party adapting the far-right political discourse to match the far-right’s logic (ibid.). 
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Mainstream parties may support far-right policies to prevent far-right parties from gaining more 

support and pushing for more radical forms (Davis and Deole 2017). 

 However, the behavior of the mainstream parties can be a bigger threat to democracy than the far-

right itself. By normalizing and using illiberal positions and cooperating with far-right parties, 

mainstream parties and actors contribute more to the erosion of democratic norms and values in 

society than far-right actors (Schwörer 2025). Mainstream politicians, for instance, frequently 

adopt the criminalization of migrants in their political and media discourse; this is a focus of far-

right discourse (Feischmidt and Hervik 2015). By portraying racialized “others” as a collective 

threat, actors of mainstream parties justify discourses that try to protect the idea of a culturally 

homogenous national community (ibid.). Mainstream parties adopting far-right attitudes generally 

do not lead to decreasing far-right support. Instead, when mainstream parties adopt restrictive 

immigration policies, it often favors the far-right agenda, making it more likely that voters will 

support the far-right party and abandon the mainstream parties (Schwörer 2025). 

In Germany, mainstreaming far-right politics is viewed less as a party strategy but as a structural 

shift where far-right ideologies are modernized and integrated into the center of society (Mense 

and Goetz 2024). Also, far-right politics influence mainstream parties through radical ideas gaining 

visibility and legitimacy in the public sphere until they are not perceived as radical or extreme 

anymore (Saldivia Gonzatti and Völker 2026). Mainstream parties like the CDU and the Social 

Democratic Party have been following the lead of far-right in agenda setting, especially on issues 

like migration, asylum, and integration (ibid.). This is an attempt by mainstream parties to regain 

public support by emphasizing issues traditionally owned by the far-right. By adopting this strategy, 

mainstream actors in Germany move a former fringe topic to the center of public and political 

discourse, which contributes to the normalization of exclusionary and authoritarian worldviews 

(ibid.). 
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3. Previous Research 

Existing Research about migration has examined how migration and migrants are portrayed in 

political and media discourses. This chapter reviews and thematizes previous research on migration 

discourse in the European and German context. While European studies provide insight into 

broader discursive patterns such as securitization, normalization of anti-immigrant rhetoric, and 

culturalized racism, studies about the discourse in Germany offer a context-specific analysis of 

historical developments, media framing, and political polarization. This chapter establishes the 

foundation for analyzing how right-wing actors portray migration and migrants. 

To obtain a focused overview of the existing research, different available databases for academic 

research were selected. For a first general overview, the database Google Scholar was used. The 

next step was to look for previous research in the Gothenburg University supersearch and for more 

input from German research, the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek supersearch was employed. To get 

recent research and studies, the database Scopus was consulted. To narrow down the number of 

results, keywords and operators were being used in different combinations (see Bell et al. 2023). 

Keywords that were applied were migration AND far-right AND discourse OR “political 

discourse” OR “migration discourse” AND politics. Since the research is in the German context, 

the keywords Migration AND Diskurs OR “politischer Diskurs” AND rechtsextrem OR rechts* 

were employed to include articles in German. To get articles in a specific German or European 

context, the keywords German* or Europe* were added.  

Different combinations of these keywords led to a large number of publications across the 

databases. To identify the most relevant studies and articles, titles and abstracts of the articles were 

screened, and articles were selected based on their relevance to the research topic of migration in 

political discourse. Studies and articles published between 2016 and 2026 were preferred in order 

to capture recent developments; older studies were chosen if still relevant to the research questions.  
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3.1 European Context 

Migration as a crisis and securitization  

Across Europe, Migration is increasingly constructed as a crisis and framed as a security threat in 

political and media discourse. Žúborová and Borárosová (2017) conducted a study about migration 

discourse in Slovak media and found that in Slovakia, the dominant themes in the political 

discourse changed from themes like good governance, anticorruption agenda, employment, and 

health to migration being a crisis. In the past, the discourse was related to cultural and societal 

questions where migrants were displayed as “individuals with different attitudes and opinions 

based on religion, culture, and identity” (ibid., p. 5). This shifted after the so-called migration crisis 

hit Europe in 2015, when migrants and migration came to be framed as a security threat. Overall, 

the study shows that in the discourse, there was a lack of positive presentation of refugees (ibid.). 

The increasing number of migrants was framed as a problem and associated with an increased risk 

of violent attacks in the country (ibid.). The media coverage frequently linked security issues, such 

as border protection with uncontrolled migration, and focused on criticism of the existing system, 

which the government portrayed as enabling human smuggling. Migrants and especially Muslims 

are presented as a threat to security by political elites (ibid.). Overall, these findings illustrate how 

securitization frames portray migrants as threats, thereby shaping public perceptions and political 

responses.  

The association of migration with economic and security concerns shapes public perceptions of 

migrants. This connection between migration and perceived threats is reflected in public attitudes. 

For instance, a study from Luša, Bašić, and Rukavina (2018) examined political discourse about 

stereotypes related to migration in news portals followed by students in Croatia. In Croatia, a 

majority of conservative students stated that an increasing number of migrants leads to an increase 

in crime rates and the risk of terrorist attacks. The researchers linked students’ attitude towards 

migration to the securitization of migrants (ibid.). Similarly, a study from Kissová (2018) that 

examined representation of and ideas about migrants and refugees in political discourse in 

Slovakia, concluded that tools like exaggerations, hyperboles, and scary numbers are strategies 

used for refugee framing in the Slovak political discourse. The strategies take place in the discourse 

about migration, where the main topics are the regulation of migration and border control, crime, 
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and terrorism (ibid.). Islam is linked to threatening the Slovak Christian culture; non-Christian 

refugees are portrayed with images of threat, terrorism, and Islamization (ibid.). These studies 

demonstrate how linking migration to security and economic concerns contributes to the 

construction of migrants as threats across different contexts. 

 

Othering and culturalized racism 

European research highlights the construction of migrants as culturally and morally different within 

political discourse. Hellström (2023) demonstrates in his study about far-right discourse in Swedish 

media that far-right discourse in Sweden draws a division between “the people”, who belong, and 

those who don’t, who were framed as “non-people”. The dimension of people-centrism in the 

discourse highlights the need for cultural homogeneity and national unity and argues that 

immigration threatens and destroys the social cohesion of the native population (ibid.). Kissová 

(2017) says in Slovakia, distinctions between Christian and Muslim refugees show how religion 

functions as a marker of deservingness. Christian refugees are framed through personal stories with 

images of persecution, rape, and violence. Non-Christian refugees are portrayed as threatening and 

are mainly associated with fraud and crime (ibid.). Žúborová and Borárosová (2017) show that the 

cultural differences between migrants and Slovakian people highlight the threat of the unknown. 

Cultural diversity is used to create a new form of racism that is not based on biological superiority. 

Otherness and an inability to integrate of migrants is used by the political elites to present migrants, 

and especially Muslims, as a threat (ibid.). Overall, the studies show that the process of othering 

and culturalized racism play a central role in constructing migrants as fundamentally different and 

incompatible with national societies. 

 

Populism and National Identity 

Hellström (2023) examined how populism is used for anti-immigration claims in the far-right 

political discourse in Sweden, using articles in the conservative newspaper Samtiden. He found 

that populist radical parties mobilize support by radicalizing mainstream concerns about migration 

using populist rhetoric (ibid.). Views that were considered extremist in the past have increasingly 
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been accepted as mainstream and common sense by people in the public and mainstream politicians 

(ibid.). A central feature of this discourse is the dimension of anti-elitism, where political and 

cultural elites are framed as disconnected and people who prioritize abstract ideals over common 

sense and the safety of citizens (ibid.). Kissová’s (2017) study resulted in the main topics of 

discourse about migration being regulation of migration and border control, the question of (state) 

sovereignty, and selectivity of migrants within national interest, identity, and cultural values. These 

findings highlight how populist discourse links migration to national identity and anti-elitist 

narratives, thereby strengthening exclusionary political positions. 

 

Legitimation of restrictive policies 

Capdevila and Callaghan (2008) found in their study where they analyzed a campaign speech about 

asylum and immigration from the 2005 elections in the United Kingdom by Michael Howard, the 

leader of the Conservative Party at that time, that discursive constructions of migration as threat or 

burden facilitate the legitimation of restrictive policies. Immigration control measures are framed 

as necessary for security and economic concerns (ibid.). In the same manner, Kissová (2017) states 

in the findings of the study that semantic figures in political discourse, like exaggerations, 

hyperboles, and portraying migrants as a threat, are used to shape political narratives and construct 

negative mental images of migrants. Strategies such as denial, positive self-representation, 

trivialization, and justifications are used by elites to legitimize restrictive policies and forms of 

derogation of minorities (ibid.). Frames and themes like undeserving or deserving migrant have an 

influence on political decision-making and on the inclusion or exclusion of people (ibid.). Overall, 

these strategies demonstrate how discourse not only reflects but supports the implementation of 

restrictive policies. 

 

Normalization of anti-immigrant discourse 

Krzyżanowski (2020) developed a model of discursive normalization that explains how radical or 

racist discourse can be introduced into the public domain and evolve into an acceptable perspective 

in relation to migrants and refugees. Central to this process is recontextualization, through which 
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discourse is transferred from one social or political context to another, where it is reinforced, 

adapted, and spread across different fields and genres (ibid.). This can lead not only to changes in 

discourse, but also to shifts in norms of public expression (ibid.).  Krzyżanowski’s research on the 

discourse in Poland shows that it was recontextualized, and the anti-immigrant discourse was 

eventually normalized in an often racist and discriminatory form (ibid.). Recontextualization is 

central in creating and sustaining a very negative stance on immigration and in maintaining strong, 

anti-immigration views (ibid.). Similarly, Hellström (2023) states that arguments about migration 

that were once considered extreme in the past have been accepted as mainstream and common 

sense by people in the public and by mainstream politicians. These findings illustrate how anti-

immigrant discourse can shift from margins to mainstream, reshaping public debates and societal 

norms. 

 

3.2 German Context 

Research on historical developments in migration discourse 

Research suggests that immigration in Germany has historically been characterized as critical and 

unwanted. For example, Fröhlich (2025), in an analysis of documents from the German parliament, 

academic publications, and media reports, demonstrates that the discourse was dominated by an 

increasingly critical view of the immigration of foreigners, discussions about incoming families of 

guest workers, and an increasing inflow from the former Soviet Union states. Asylum seekers were 

seen as competitors in the labor and housing market (ibid.). Similarly, Gerdes (2010) shows that 

German migration discourse is shaped by long-term historical developments. He analyzed German 

policy documents and parliamentary debates about the 1990 Foreigner Law and the 2004 

Immigration Law and found out that parliamentary debates in the early 1990s framed migration in 

terms of balancing national interests against migrants’ claims and rights and in the debates about 

the 2004 immigration law the discourse was largely about what was viewed as national interest, 

with the Christian Democrats arguing for a restrictive immigration policy as the core and the Social 

Democrats and the Greens defending an opening for labor immigration (ibid.). In parliamentary 

debates in 2007, integration of migrants reached the center of politics and was called important for 

the whole nation (ibid.). More recent research by Gabriel and Vollmann (2019) used critical 
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discourse analysis to analyze migration discourse in two influential German newspapers. They 

found that migration gained importance in political discourse since 2015. The discourse influenced 

the legislation, and tighter legal and procedural migration laws followed, even after a significantly 

decreasing number of asylum seekers in 2016 (ibid.). Taken together, these studies show that 

migration discourse in Germany has consistently been shaped by tensions between humanitarian 

concerns and national interests. 

 

Migration as crisis in Germany  

In recent years, migration has been framed as a crisis in the German political and public discourse. 

Lichtenstein et al. (2017) conducted a content analysis of television political talk shows and 

demonstrate in their study that migration viewed as crisis in Germany is related to issues of 

integration, economic disadvantages, cultural differences, problematizing populism, and 

xenophobia. The question of how Germany copes with the pressure on the EU and the national 

borders because of the so-called migrant crisis has split political elites and the German society in 

general (ibid.). Similarly, Gabriel and Vollmann (2019) found out in their study that even after 

asylum application numbers declined, legislative reforms tightened migration and asylum 

regulations. This suggests that crisis framing is not only a reaction to events but has become a 

persistent part of migration discourse.  

 

Hierarchy of deservingness 

Research highlights that migration discourse often constructs a hierarchy of deservingness created 

by states, which is built, and this leads to differentiation between those who deserve protection 

(e.g., refugees) and those who don’t deserve protection (e.g., labor migrants) (Fröhlich 2025). 

Fröhlich (2025) discovered in her research that in the German context, the arrival of ethnic 

Germans was treated differently from foreigners as refugees or migrants (ibid.). Migrants who were 

experiencing hardships other than political violence are commonly seen as illegal or irregular and 

are considered not deserving of protection. There is also a difference in the discourse between 

European and non-European migrants, labor migrants, and guest workers (ibid.). Immigrants from 
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the EU are mostly seen in a positive light because EU immigrants are perceived as fellow EU 

citizens by Germans (ibid.). This was also one of the results in Gabriel and Vollmann’s (2019) 

study. They state that the discourse about the “right” migration and asylum policies mirrored the 

debate between solidarity and empathy, and seeing people of foreign origin as a threat (ibid). 

Overall, these findings demonstrate that migration discourse is structured by differentiation that 

influences how different groups of migrants are perceived and treated.  

 

Media framing and political polarization 

In 2015, there was significant public support for the decision to welcome Syrian refugees in 

Germany. However, Lichtenstein, Ritter and Fähnrich (2017) show that at the same time, 

xenophobic right-wing movements and the populist conservative party AfD gained popularity 

during the crisis. Changes in migration politics are closely related to the public discourse; the so-

called crisis can be seen as a key event that changed frames in the migration discourse (ibid.). The 

study found that in German media, there are frames that view migration as a German crisis, and 

these frames can be seen in present and past discourses about migration (ibid.). Gabriel and 

Vollmann (2019) state that discourse about migration is different in different media outlets. In the 

German left-leaning newspaper taz, the discourse is based on what they describe as an “open 

culturalization regime and solidarity with refugees” (ibid., p. 691), while the center-right 

newspaper Die Welt portrayed migrants as non-deserving, not in need of protection, and a threat 

(ibid.). These findings illustrate the relationship between media representations, political 

development, and the increasing polarization of migration discourse. 

 

Cultural proximity, Islamophobia, and economic utility 

Research suggests that in German discourse, not all migration is considered critical, and the 

evaluation depends on factors like economic utility, cultural proximity, and perceived social 

impact. The study from Fröhlich (2025) shows that this depends on whether migrants are seen as 

assets or as risks. Being seen as “critical” (ibid., p. 686) migrants also depends on the size and 

timing of immigration movements, economic conditions in the host state, the level of education of 
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migrants, and cultural proximity. Whether migrants are seen as threats or assets is strongly linked 

to economic gain (ibid.). For example, guest workers were seen as assets because they contributed 

to the German economy. However, bad economic situations were also linked to high immigration 

rates (ibid.). EU immigrants are seen as well-educated and not as straining the social security 

system. Cultural proximity and the willingness to assimilate are signs of seeing migrants as assets 

(ibid.). The lack of cultural proximity is being instrumentalized in right-wing rhetoric and used in 

openly Islamophobic and xenophobic anti-immigration movements (ibid.). Building on this, 

Lichtenstein, Ritter and Fähnrich (2017) say that cultural difference and religion, especially Islam, 

are instrumentalized in right-wing rhetoric to construct groups as incompatible with German 

society. Together, these findings show that migration discourse is selective and shaped by economic 

interests, cultural perceptions, and political agendas. 

 

The reviewed studies show that migration across different European contexts is framed with 

narratives of crisis, securitization, cultural threat, and hierarchies of deservingness. Political actors 

portray migrants as security risks, outsiders to national culture, or economic burdens. These studies 

demonstrate how such representations can be and are normalized within public and political 

discourse. These studies provide an important foundation for this research, where the portrayal of 

migration and migrants, dominant narratives and frames used by far-right actors in Germany, are 

examined. Previous research has analyzed media representation, individual national contexts in 

Europe, or European developments, this research focuses on the parliamentary discourse of far-

right actors in Germany. By identifying dominant narratives, metaphors, frames, and strategies, 

this study contributes an analysis of discursive strategies through which migration and migrants 

are constructed and instrumentalized. By locating the findings within the field of social work 

research, this study is adding to the understanding of how political discourse shapes societal views 

of marginalized groups and how migrants’ rights are discussed. 
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4. Methodology  

In the following chapter, the methodological way of conducting the study is described. The research 

strategy and design are defined, and the data collection process is illustrated. The research methods 

of critical discourse analysis and thematic analysis are described, and ethical considerations are 

reflected on.  

 

4.1 Research strategy and design 

Philosophy of science is an important part when conducting research. Before conducting the study, 

researcher think about the underlying philosophy (Bahari 2010). In social science research, 

philosophy is about the development and nature of knowledge in the social world and how the 

world is seen (ibid.). Philosophy in research is part of the whole research process. It guides the 

researcher through decisions about, for instance, research designs (ibid.). 

 

Ontological point of departure  

Part of the research philosophy is ontology. Ontology refers to assumptions about what exists in 

the social world and how social phenomena can be understood (Bahari 2010). In this study, the 

researcher is using social constructivism as an ontological approach. Social constructivism is the 

view that social life is a product of social interactions and values of social actors. Social actors 

shape perceptions and actions of social events (ibid.). The social world is “socially, politically, and 

psychologically constructed” (Patton 2015, p. 988) and created through actions and is not pre-

existing (Bell et al. 2023). The constructivist approach affects the whole research process from 

formulating the research questions to how the study is conducted (ibid.). The goal is to deeper 

understand the subjective values, interpretations, and ideologies of far-right actors in political 

discourse (see Patton 2015). In this study, the ontological perspective shapes the focus and design 

of the research. Narratives about migration and migrants are not understood as objective or fixed 

phenomena but as socially constructed, for instance, through political discourse. Consequently, the 

study does not determine the societal benefits or disadvantages of migration itself. Instead, it 
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analyzes how representations and interpretations are produced by far-right political actors. 

Parliamentary speeches are treated as places where social reality is constructed and communicated. 

The constructivist approach influenced the choice of qualitative research approach and critical 

discourse analysis (CDA), as the methods allow an in-depth analysis of how language constructs 

social reality (see Bell et al. 2023). By applying a constructivist ontology, the study highlights the 

role of discourse in shaping social reality and in influencing how migration is understood in a 

political context.  

 

Epistemological point of departure 

Epistemology refers to how knowledge is understood and the process through which researchers 

construct knowledge (Al-Ababneh 2020). It provides a philosophical basis for the study and 

ensures that knowledge is legitimate and adequate (ibid.). In this study, an interpretivist approach 

is used. Interpretivism refers to the researcher playing a role as a social actor in the study, and 

interpretations and values influence the researcher’s perspectives (Bahari 2010). People act based 

on their interpretations of situations and actions. Interpretivism understands that thoughts are 

constructed and social reality is founded on the perception of the researcher and the lived 

experience of people being studied (Bell et al. 2023). The interpretivist epistemological perspective 

shapes how knowledge is generated and understood in this research. Parliamentary speeches are 

interpreted as expressions of values, ideologies, and perspectives, rather than as neutral 

descriptions of reality. The researcher plays an active role in the creation of knowledge, as the 

analysis includes interpreting narratives and frames in the data influenced by the researcher’s 

perspective and by the theoretical lenses applied in the study. To address this, the researcher reflects 

on their own role in shaping the interpretation. The study emphasizes understanding the subjective 

meanings within political discourse and how they contribute to constructing reality. 

 

Qualitative Research 

The research questions in this study are addressed in a qualitative research approach. Qualitative 

research is suitable for this study because the strengths of qualitative research are that it allows for 
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exploring subjective understandings and interpretations, investigates complex situations and 

processes in depth, and analyzes multiple constructed realities (Marshall et al. 2022). In the context 

of this research, the aim is not to analyze how often terms appear but to understand how migration 

and migrants are portrayed within political discourse. Qualitative research enables the researcher 

to analyze the representation and interpret the frames and narratives used in parliamentary speeches 

(see ibid). Qualitative research design is flexible, there is a place for development during the 

research process, rather than having a detailed plan laid out for testing hypotheses, as is the case in 

quantitative research (Hammersley 2013). The process of analyzing data is flexible and open-ended 

in character, which is beneficial for this study since political discourse is complex and depends on 

context, requiring an approach that can adapt to different meanings and representations within the 

data (see ibid.).  

Furthermore, qualitative research is suited for examining complex social processes and discursive 

practices in depth. Political discourse about migration involves multiple layers with different 

positions, strategies, and constructions, which highlight its complexity (see Marshall et al. 2022). 

A qualitative approach allows to analyze these processes comprehensively. Qualitative research 

acknowledges that social realities are constructed through language and interpretation (see ibid.). 

Parliamentary speeches are a way for political actors to shape and communicate interpretations of 

migration. With qualitative research, this study can analyze how these interpretations are produced 

and communicated in political discourse (see ibid.). In qualitative research, data and their 

interpretations are seen as shaped by social and personal influences of the researcher and the social 

environment. This aligns with the ontological approach of social constructivism and the 

epistemological approach of interpretivism (see Hammersley 2013).  

 

Research design 

The research design of this study is cross-sectional. In cross-sectional research, data is collected 

from one point in time (Bell et al. 2023). This study analyzes no data over multiple periods of time, 

which makes it different from longitudinal or experimental research designs (Cummings 2017). In 

this study, the data in parliamentary speeches is collected from two defined time periods, one year 

prior to the German federal elections in 2021 and 2025. These periods were selected to limit the 
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scope of the data and to focus on relevant phases of political discourse (see ibid.). The study does 

not compare these time periods or analyze changes over time but examines how migration and 

migrants are portrayed in political discourse and therefore uses a cross-sectional research design 

(see ibid.). This design is effective when identifying patterns within subgroups of a population is 

the focus and aim of the study. A weakness of this design is the lack of impact of time on causes 

and outcomes (ibid.). The study cannot analyze what comes before or after the selective time period 

and can therefore not give information about any causal relationships (ibid.). While this research 

is based on data from two defined time periods, the cross-sectional approach does not allow for an 

analysis of changes over time or causal relationships (see ibid.). It cannot include developments 

before and after the selected periods. However, the cross-sectional design is suitable for the study’s 

aim as it enables an in-depth analysis of how migration and migrants are portrayed within specific 

phases of political discourse (see ibid). One advantage of cross-sectional studies is that they are 

cost- and time-effective (Mann 2003). This is important for this study since it is in the context of a 

master’s program where the resources are limited (see ibid.). 

 

4.2 Data Collection 

This study analyzes 78 parliamentary speeches by selected members of the AfD in the German 

federal parliament in order to examine how migration and migrants are portrayed in political 

discourse. In the German parliament, a large number of oral or written speeches are held, for 

instance, in the legislative period 2021-2025, 19 419 speeches and requests were held or submitted 

in total (Deutscher Bundestag n.d.b), which highlights the large volume of available data and the 

need for a focused data selection. 

To narrow down the large amount of data, a purposive sampling was employed to select time frames 

and political actors that are included in the analysis (see Bell et al. 2023). A purposive sampling 

involves searching for samples that are “likely to be a rich source of information” (ibid., p. 242).  

This study focuses on two selected timeframes for data collection. The analysis includes 

parliamentary speeches from the one-year period preceding the German federal elections in 2021 

and 2025. The federal election in 2021 took place on September 26th, 2021, therefore the first time 
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frame covers the period from September 26th, 2020, to September 26th, 2021. The federal election 

in 2025 was held as an early election on February 23rd, 2025, resulting in the second time period 

from February 23rd, 2024, to February 23rd, 2025. 

The selection of the time frame is based on theoretical considerations rather than on practical 

considerations. This study focuses on speeches from one year prior to the 2021 and 2025 national 

elections since election periods are relevant as political discourse tends to intensify and parties 

articulate their positions to mobilize voters. By selecting a one-year period, the research analyzes 

not only the campaign phase but also the broader development of political arguments and discourse. 

This allows a comprehensive analysis of how migrants and migration are portrayed in parliament 

beyond short-term campaign dynamics.  

Within these time periods, all parliamentary speeches delivered by the selected AfD members are 

included in the analysis. This study does not limit the data to speeches addressing specific debates 

like migration. References to migration and migrants often appear within broader political debates, 

which allows the study to capture a wider discursive context in which migration is portrayed. 

Speeches that are analyzed are individual parliamentary speeches. 

The research analyzes 78 parliamentary speeches delivered by selected key members of the AfD in 

the German federal parliament. In the German federal parliament, there are 150 members of the 

AfD represented (Deutscher Bundestag n.d.d). As it is not feasible to analyze speeches from all 

members within the scope of this study, a purposive sampling strategy was applied. Specifically, 

the analysis focuses on speeches delivered by the parliamentary group leaders 

(Fraktionsvorsitzende), the parliamentary secretary (Parlamentarischer Geschäftsführer), and the 

domestic policy spokesperson (innenpolitischer Sprecher) of the AfD during the respective time 

periods. These selected members of the AfD are treated as representatives of the party. The analysis 

does not focus on the individual actors but on them representing the opinions and viewpoints of 

the party AfD. In the year preceding the 2021 federal election, the party group leaders were Alice 

Weidel and Alexander Gauland (Decker 2022a), while in the year before the 2025 election, the 

positions were held by Alice Weidel and Tino Chrupalla (MDR Aktuell 2021). The position of 

parliamentary secretary was held by Bernd Baumann in both time periods (Abgeordneten Watch 

n.d.), and Gottfried Curio served as the domestic policy spokesperson in both periods (AfD-
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Fraktion im Deutschen Bundestag n.d.). For this study, these roles were selected because they 

represent central positions within the parliamentary group and party. They are likely to represent 

and shape the party’s official stance on political issues like migration. As prominent representatives 

of the party, their speeches can be expected to reflect the party’s key narratives, frames, and 

discursive strategies. 

In the first time period, Alice Weidel delivered eight speeches, Alexander Gauland ten speeches, 

Bernd Baumann ten speeches, and Gottfried Curio twelve speeches (Deutscher Bundestag n.d.b). 

In the second time period, Alice Weidel delivered seven speeches, Tino Chrupalla eight speeches, 

Bernd Baumann twelve speeches, and Gottfried Curio eleven speeches. In total, this research 

analyzed 78 parliamentary speeches by five members of the AfD in the German federal parliament 

(ibid.). The dataset of 78 speeches provides an appropriate basis for qualitative analysis. Given the 

length and content of the parliamentary speeches, the data offers sufficient material to identify 

recurring patterns and themes. The number of speeches is enough to reach thematic saturation, as 

no significantly new codes came up in the later stages of the coding process. The selected scope 

ensures that the researcher conducts a detailed analysis within the framework of this study. 

Speeches that were delivered by the selected AfD members, took place within the defined time 

periods and were part of official debates in the German federal parliament, were included in the 

selected data.  

The speeches are accessed through the Documentation and Information System for Parliamentary 

Material. This is the official archive for the documentation of the activities of the German 

parliament since 1949 (Deutscher Bundestag n.d.a, n.d.e). The speeches are transcribed in German 

by official parliamentary stenographer of the German federal parliament (Deutscher Bundestag 

n.d.c). As the speeches are in German, the analysis uses quotes, which are translated into English 

by the researcher. The researcher makes sure to keep the original meaning and tone of the 

statements.  

As the data consists of publicly available parliamentary speeches, no ethical approval was required 

(see Vetenskapsrådet 2024).  

The resulting dataset forms the foundation for the analysis using thematic analysis and CDA.  
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4.3 Research and analysis method 

This analysis is carried out in multiple stages. The data is organized and coded through thematic 

analysis (TA), providing a structured overview of the data. Building on this, CDA is applied to how 

themes are discursively constructed. 

 

4.3.1 Thematic Analysis  

In this study, the researcher is using thematic analysis for coding parliamentary speeches of 

members of the AfD in the German federal parliament.  

TA is a method used to identify, analyze, and interpret patterns within qualitative data (Clarke and 

Braun 2017) and it examines the content of the data rather than how things are said (Bell et al. 

2023). It requires involvement and interpretation from the researcher and focuses on identifying 

and describing ideas in the data (Guest et al. 2012). TA provides a systematic method to generate 

codes and themes from qualitative data (Clarke and Braun 2017).  

The simplicity and flexibility of TA make it suitable for this research (see Javadi and Zarea 2016; 

Clarke and Braun 2017). TA is fitting for less experienced researchers and is understandable for 

readers with different education levels (Javadi and Zarea 2016). TA is flexible in terms of research 

questions, sample size, and data collection method (Clarke and Braun 2017), which made it 

applicable for the scope of this research. TA can be used within a critical framework (ibid.) and is 

therefore suitable for combining it with CDA. 

One approach to conducting a TA is to follow a six-step process (Caulfield 2019). The first step is 

familiarization, where the researcher gets familiar with and gets an overview of the data (ibid.). 

The next step is coding the data. Sections of the analyzed data get highlighted, and labels or codes 

are found that describe the content. Each code describes an idea in the text and gives the researcher 

an overview of the main points and recurring meanings in the data (ibid.). While analyzing the 

data, 34 codes were found in the first step. Similar codes or codes from a similar category were 

merged. After reviewing and merging the codes, 18 codes were used to create themes. The next 
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step is identifying patterns among the codes and generating themes (Caulfield 2019). A theme is a 

unit of meaning that was observed by the researcher. Themes are phrases or sentences that identify 

what a unit of data is about or what it means (Guest et al. 2012). Themes are broader than codes, 

and several codes can be included in one theme (ibid.). Codes represent themes and are linked or 

applied to raw data. Codes are textual descriptions of the semantic boundaries of a theme or a 

component of a theme (Guest et al. 2012). Themes can be found, for example, through repetition, 

metaphors and analogies, transitions, and comparisons (Guest et al. 2012). Frequent incidents, 

words, or phrases can determine the choice of themes (Bell et al. 2023). Out of the 18 identified 

codes, five themes were created.  

To make sure the themes are accurate and useful representations of the data, the researcher reviews 

the themes with the data. With the final list of themes, the researcher formulates a definition of the 

theme to understand the data and finds an understandable name for the theme (Caulfield 2019). 

The identified themes are cultural othering, delegitimization and exclusion, migration as a crisis 

and burden, migration as politically constructed, and securitization of migrants. While analyzing 

the themes, the researcher excluded one code from the theme of delegitimization and exclusion 

(delegitimizing asylum) and one code from cultural othering (good versus bad migrant), as they 

did not fit the research.  

Table 1: Themes, Codes, and Quotes of Thematic Analysis 

Theme  Codes Quotes (examples) 

Cultural othering - Construction of us vs. them 

- Construction of value 

differences  

- Cultural threat 

- Threat to national identity 

Migrants “absolutely do not want to 

live like us – and we do not want to 

live like them” (Bundestag 2021, 

plenary protocol 19/238, p. 31000) 

Migrants have “very different 

cultures and mentalities” (Bundestag 

2021, plenary protocol 19/233, p. 

29962) 

Migration as crisis 

and burden  

- Failure of integration 

- Migration as crisis 

- Migration as economic 

threat 

“Catastrophic mass immigration” 

(Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 

20/168, p. 21661) 

Migrants are coming to Germany 

solely for “generous social benefits 
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and a basic income” (Bundestag 

2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 

22160).  

Securitization of 

migrants 

- Calls for deportations of 

migrants 

- Migrants as security threats 

- Migrants as threat to society 

Migrants are “endangering 

Germany’s internal security” 

(Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 

20/177, p. 22861) 

“Asylum seekers from Afghanistan, 

Syria, Iraq, and Turkey have a 

disproportionately high rate of 

criminal activity” (Bundestag 2024, 

Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 22138) 

Delegitimization and 

exclusion 

- Criminalization of 

migration, illegal migrants 

- Dehumanizing of migrants 

- Migrants as undeserving 

“Illegal migration” and “illegal 

migrants” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary 

Protocol 19/236, p. 30538) 

“Thousands of such time bombs” 

(Bundestag 2025, Plenary Protocol 

20/211, p. 27595) 

Migration as 

politically 

constructed 

- Denial of racism in German 

society 

- Migration as policy induced 

- Proposed policy solutions 

for migration 

that “fairy-tale social benefits and 

the recognition of fantasy refugees 

are luring masses of illegal migrants 

from African and Islamic countries 

into the country” (Bundestag 2020, 

Plenary Protocol 19/180, p. 22624) 

“An invitation to illegal migration” 

(Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 

20/184, p. 23859) 

 

In this study, the analysis software NVivo is used for coding and organizing the data. NVivo is a 

qualitative analysis software for organizing and coding data sources (Lumivero n.d.). The 

researcher got familiar with the data on NVivo and used the program for coding, working with the 

codes, merging codes, and creating themes. The program was used to connect the codes and themes 

with the raw data for the analysis.  

The analysis of the data, themes, and codes in this research is conducted with the approach of CDA.     
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4.3.2 Critical Discourse Analysis 

In this study, CDA is used to examine how migration and migrants are portrayed in parliamentary 

speeches by members of the AfD. CDA is suitable for this study as it allows an analysis of how 

language is used to construct social realities, power relations, and legitimize exclusionary practices 

(see Van Dijk 1993; Fairclough 2010).  

 

Discourse 

Discourse is a social practice, with a dialectical relationship between a discursive event and the 

framing situation, institution, and social structure (Wodak 2002). A discursive event is shaped by 

situations, institutions, and social structures and shapes them. Discourse is not only a text that 

shows oral statements or written documents, but also a form of knowledge and memory (ibid.). 

Discourse forms situations, social identities of and relationships between (groups of) people and 

objects of knowledge. It helps to sustain, reproduce, or transform the social status quo (ibid.). 

Parliamentary speeches are understood as discursive events that reflect on and shape political 

debates. The speeches contribute to the construction of social identities and influence how 

migration is understood by the public. 

There are different genres of discourse, for example, informal conversation, news reports, 

parliamentary debates, party propaganda, and different types of legal, political, or educational 

discourse (Van Dijk 2018). CDA focuses on studying the discursive abuse of power. Discourse 

about migration is not only a form of language use, but also a form of social and political interaction 

(ibid.). Discourse genres are a type of social activity and must be in terms of the communicative 

situation (ibid.). These are characterized by categories, like time, place, institution, participants, 

social identities, communicative roles, social roles, speech acts, goals of current interaction, shared 

and mutual generic knowledge of participants, shared social attitudes, and ideologies about 

migration (ibid.). Using this schema, the discourse can be defined. The participants have to adapt 

their text or talk to these communicative situations; the context model is used as the control in the 

production of discourse and makes sure that it is appropriate in the communicative situation (ibid.). 

In speeches of parliamentary debates, there will be fragments about the current debate, about the 
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speaker or other Members of Parliament, and their roles and identities. At all levels of discourse 

and the context level, structures can function as a form of racism (ibid.). The same discourse can 

be more or less racist depending on the identities, relations, and goals of the participants. After 

establishing the genre and contextual parameters, the next step is to analyze the themes and topics, 

the general meaning of the discourse (ibid.). Topics are summaries of paragraphs or whole 

discourses in the form of a few simple sentences. Topics characterize specific discourses. Themes 

are concepts that define classes of discourses (e.g. theme of migration, racism of extreme right) 

and define a large number of texts (ibid.). 

 

Analysis 

CDA includes a form of systematic analysis of kinds of texts, and it is normative. Therefore, it 

addresses social wrongs and ways of righting or reducing these wrongs (Fairclough 2010). CDA is 

an interdiscursive analysis; it analyzes how discourses, genres, and styles are being used in a text 

and how they are articulated together (ibid.). CDA is a linguistic or multimodal analysis of the 

different semiotic modes and their articulation. Discourses, genres, and styles are the discoursal 

elements of social practices, social organizations, and social institutions (ibid.). CDA is concerned 

with semiotic modalities, among other things, language or body language. Semiosis is viewed as 

an element of a social process that is related to others (ibid.). Relations are different but not fully 

separate. The analysis focuses on the relations between semiotic and other social elements. CDA 

aims to address social wrongs by analyzing their sources and causes, and the possibilities of 

overcoming these wrongs (ibid.). It analyzes dialectical relations between semiosis, and other 

social elements to examine how it plays its part in maintaining, reproducing, and changing unequal 

power relations and ideological processes (ibid.). The social process is the interplay between three 

levels of social reality: social structures, practices, and events (ibid.). At social events, social 

practices mediate the relationship between social structures. Social fields, institutions, and 

organizations are considered a network of social practices (ibid.). Following Fairclough’s (2010) 

framework, the study addresses the portrayal of migration and migrants in political discourse as a 

social wrong, especially where the social processes contribute to exclusion and unequal power 

relations.  
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Doing a critical analysis can be seen as having a distance to the data, describing the data in the 

specific social context, and focusing on self-reflection during the process of the research (Wodak 

2002). The critical part of CDA focuses on what is wrong with and within a society and how the 

wrongs can be righted or mitigated (Fairclough 2010). Analyzing ideology and discourse can act 

as a framework for critical research. Being critical in CDA depends on being accurate in the 

analysis, deliberately selecting relevant issues, and being aware of the ethical and political position 

the analysis takes place (Van Dijk 2006). The researcher is aware of their interpretative role while 

conducting the analysis. The analysis is being conducted in a critical way through reflexivity and 

transparency. 

CDA examines the relationship between language and power (Wodak 2002). In the context of this 

study, the relationship is analyzed by how political actors use language in parliamentary speeches 

to shape understandings of migration and existing power hierarchies. CDA includes studies from 

different theoretical backgrounds, different data, and methodologies. It is not and does not provide 

one specific theory (ibid.). CDA is not an analysis of a discourse in itself, but an analysis of relations 

between discourse and other objects, elements, or moments, and the analysis of internal relations 

of discourse (Fairclough 2010). It can be seen as a modern way of social constructivism. CDA has 

a “form of systematic transdisciplinary analysis of relations between discourse and other elements 

of the social process” (ibid. p. 10).  It is not only a method but a multidisciplinary field of study of 

the humanities and social sciences. Methods in this field study different structures and strategies of 

text and talk (Van Dijk 2018).  

The researcher examines the effects of power hierarchies and structural inequalities through CDA 

(Bell et al. 2023). Discourses are examined in relation to social structures like power relationships 

(ibid.). The analyzed speeches are therefore not treated as isolated texts, but as part of social 

structures. 

In CDA, a mutually assumed background knowledge is taken as given (Fairclough 2010). There 

are four dimensions of participants’ knowledge base: Knowledge of language codes, knowledge of 

principles and norms of language use, knowledge of situation, and knowledge of the world (ibid.). 

All of these knowledge bases include ideological elements (ibid.). For this study, this means that 
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the members of the AfD who deliver the parliamentary speeches share a knowledge base with the 

audience. This includes assumptions about migration, social norms, and political discourse. These 

assumptions cannot be seen as neutral since they contain ideological elements.  

 

Stages of CDA 

Fairclough (2010) developed a model for how CDA can be carried out in four stages (Fairclough 

2010). Stage one focuses on a social wrong in its semiotic aspect, stage two is identifying obstacles 

to address the social wrong, stage three is considering if the social order needs the social wrong, 

and stage four is identifying a possible way to overcome the obstacles (ibid.).  

In the first stage, the focus is on a social wrong which can be understood as aspects of social 

systems, forms, or orders that are harmful to human well-being and can be improved or removed 

by changes in the systems, forms, or orders (Fairclough 2010). The first step in this stage is to 

choose a research topic that relates to a social wrong and can be approached in a transdisciplinary 

approach with a focus on relations between semiotic and other moments (ibid.). The second step is 

to construct objects of research by theorizing them in a transdisciplinary way. This means using 

relevant bodies of theory in different disciplines to go in depth into the topic (ibid.). The 

perspectives aim to provide theorization as a base for defining objects that can deepen the 

understanding of the issue. The goal is to identify the analysis of the relationship between reality 

and discourse as a basis for a semiotic view into the topic (ibid.). The first stage is reflected in the 

focus on the portrayal of migration and migrants by the AfD as a potential social wrong. Relevant 

theories are part of the analysis.  

The second stage is addressing the social wrong by asking how the social life is structured so that 

the problem is not being addressed (Fairclough 2010). It analyzes the social order by selecting and 

analyzing tests and addressing relations between semiosis and other social elements (ibid.). The 

first step is analyzing the relation between orders of discourses and other social practices and 

between texts and other elements of events (ibid.). The second step is to select texts, focuses, and 

categories for the research, and the third step is analyzing the texts in an interdiscursive analysis 
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and a linguistic analysis (ibid.). The second stage is the analysis of parliamentary speeches of the 

AfD to identify patterns and narratives of the portrayal of migration and migrants.  

The third stage is to consider in what sense the social order needs the social wrong. The question 

is whether social wrong can be addressed within the social order or by changing it (Fairclough 

2010). Social order should be changed if it causes major social wrongs. This can be connected to 

ideology in discourse, contributing to sustaining relations of power (ibid.). In the third stage, the 

analysis examines how portrayals of migrants and migration are embedded in political and social 

structures.  

The fourth stage is to identify possibilities for overcoming obstacles to address social wrongs 

within the social process (Fairclough 2010). The analysis includes ways of how these obstacles are 

tested, challenged, or withstood within an organized group or by people in their social lives (ibid.). 

The fourth stage is not a focus of this research; however, the findings may contribute to a broader 

discussion on how discourse like this can be challenged.  

 

Table 2: Stages of CDA 

Stage 1 Social Wrong: portrayal of migration and 

migrants by the AfD 

Theories: Ideology and Power, Framing 

Theory, Racial Othering, Nationalism and 

National Identity 

Stage 2 Analysis of relation between far-right political 

discourse and restrictive migration policies, 

exclusionary nationalism, and between 

speeches and public fear, migration discourse 

and other social events 

Selected texts: 78 parliamentary speeches by 

AfD members in the federal parliament  

interdiscursive analysis and a linguistic 

analysis of the speeches  

Stage 3  Findings of how migration and migrants are 

portrayed are analyzed with the theoretical 

considerations, and how it is connected to 

ideology and power 

Stage 4 Possibilities to overcome social wrong: not 

addressed in this study  
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Wodak (2002) proposed principles of CDA that are being followed in this study: 

- CDA is interdisciplinary; it draws on and integrates neighboring disciplines and theories. 

- It is problem-oriented, not only focused on specific linguistic items. 

- To understand and explain the investigated object, adequate theories and methods are 

integrated. 

- A constant movement between theory and empirical data is necessary, which makes the 

approach abductive. 

- In connecting the studies' genres, topics, and arguments, recontextualization is the most 

important process. 

 

An advantage of CDA as part of qualitative content analysis lies in its transparency (Bell et al. 

2023). The steps of this analysis are documented and made traceable, which enhances the 

reproducibility of the research process (see ibid.).  Analyzing parliamentary speeches using CDA 

has the advantage that it is a non-reactive method, as the data is not influenced by the researcher 

(see ibid.). The transcripts are publicly available and were produced independently of the research 

process. CDA is a flexible method and enables the analysis of social groups that are difficult to 

access directly, such as members of the AfD in the German federal government (see ibid.). A 

limitation of analyzing documents is the interpretative role of the researcher. In this study, the 

analysis involves identifying discursive patterns and latent meanings (see ibid.). Although the 

coding and theme development were conducted systematically, the findings are influenced by the 

researcher’s analytical perspective. Since this study is based on publicly available speeches by 

members of the AfD, underlying motivations or strategic considerations behind the use of specific 

narratives remain partly speculative (see ibid.). 

 

4.4 Criteria of quality in research 

Following criteria of quality in qualitative research is crucial because it ensures that the research, 

the interpretations, and the data are transparent, trustworthy, and authentic (see Marshall et al. 2022; 

Bell et al. 2023). There are different criteria for quality in qualitative research. Credibility, 
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transferability, dependability, and confirmability are used to assess the quality of qualitative 

research (Patias and von Hohendorff 2018). These criteria help assess the trustworthiness of a study 

(Bell et al. 2023).  

Credibility is connected to the idea that people interpret social reality in different ways (Bell et al. 

2023). The researcher has to make sure that the interpretations in the study actually represent the 

people observed. This involves following proper research procedures and getting validation and 

feedback from participants and people being studied (ibid.). In this study, credibility is ensured by 

grounding the analysis in the empirical data. Since the research analyzed publicly available 

speeches rather than involving participants, feedback and validation from participants are not 

applicable. Here, credibility is strengthened through a transparent research process. The selection 

of data, the process of CDA, and the interpretation of the data are documented in a transparent way 

to ensure the findings are based on the analyzed speeches (see ibid.). Qualitative research like this 

study typically uses an in-depth analysis of a small amount of data in comparison to quantitative 

research (ibid.).  

Transferability is about generalization in a case-to-case transfer and is dealt with through providing 

enough information on the context to create a “degree of similarity between the case studied and 

the case to which finding might be transferred” (Patton 2015, p. 990). To ensure a possible 

transferability of the findings to other milieus, a “thick description” (Bell et al. 2023, p. 214) of 

detailed context should be given in the research.  This study has a detailed background chapter to 

give rich and detailed context for the reader. In this chapter, various contexts from Europe and a 

specific context from Germany are described to give a detailed description of the background and 

context of this research (see ibid.).  

To establish dependability, scholars suggest that researchers should keep “complete records of all 

phases of the research process” (Bell et al. 2023, p. 214), for example, problem formulation, or 

data analysis decisions, and make them accessible to peers during the process and at the end of the 

research process (ibid.). The focus here lies on the process being traceable, logical, and well-

documented (Patton 2015). This would give peers the opportunity to act as auditors, and they could 

make sure proper procedures have been followed, and the interpretations and theoretical inferences 

are well-founded (Bell et al. 2023). Throughout the research process, regular feedback is obtained 
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from a supervisor, and ongoing discussions with peers support the development of the study. In 

addition, the research is presented in a seminar to get further feedback from peers (see ibid.).  

To get objectivity in social qualitative research is an impossible standard to reach. Therefore, 

confirmability is the criterion to make sure that the research is carried out and the researcher “acted 

in good faith” (Bell et al. 2023, p. 214). The researcher has to ensure that personal values and 

theoretical preferences do not openly and inadequately influence the process or the findings of the 

research (ibid.). The researcher has to link interpretations, findings, and assertions to the data in 

detectable ways (Patton 2015). This is addressed by making sure the analysis and interpretation are 

grounded in the data and by being transparent in the whole research process. The researcher reflects 

their personal values, perspectives, and assumptions in order to minimize an inappropriate 

influence on the analysis. By documenting the choices and steps made, the study tries to ensure the 

findings are based on the data analyzed rather than personal values and preferences. 

 

4.5 Ethical Considerations 

Reflecting on ethical considerations while conducting research is important throughout the whole 

research process (Bell et al. 2023). Handling ethics in an appropriate way is crucial for the integrity 

of this study and social science research in general. The first and most important priority is ensuring 

that no one is harmed by this study, even if the knowledge coming from this research would 

improve understanding of humanity (ibid.). The balance between risks and benefits of the research 

has to be considered while exercising the right to academic freedom (ibid.). While carrying out this 

study, no participants were harmed since only documents were used that are accessible to the 

public. By critically reflecting throughout the whole process, it is ensured that no one related to the 

research in any way is negatively affected. 

Since the study takes place in the context of a master’s program at a Swedish university and the 

context of the study takes place in Germany, this research follows the principles of the European 

Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (see ALLEA 2023). Research integrity is the foundation 

of trustworthiness of the research system and the research results. To ensure good research 

practices, quality and robustness of research, and adequate responses to threats, basic research 
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principles were formulated that apply to all scientific and scholarly fields (ibid.). Good research 

practice is crucial to research and the benefits for society. Ethical norms, practices, and principles 

give researchers orientation to get independent and high-quality research (Vetenskapsrådet 2024). 

Research is based on principles of research integrity. These principles guide researchers in their 

research and practical, ethical, and intellectual challenges they may face. The principles include 

reliability, honesty, respect, and accountability (ALLEA 2023). The research will include reliability 

in quality of research, in methodology, design, and the use of resources. Concretely, a clearly 

defined research design, transparency in the selection of data, and a traceable and consistent CDA 

ensure reliability. In this study, reliability is ensured through a clearly defined research design, 

transparency in the selection of the parliamentary speeches, and a systematic and transparent use 

of CDA. The steps and decisions throughout the research process are documented in order to make 

the research consistent and understandable (see ibid.).  

The researcher makes sure to focus on honesty in developing, undertaking, reporting, reviewing, 

and communicating the research in a fair, unbiased, and transparent manner. Honesty is addressed 

in this study by being transparent while presenting the research process, data selection, and 

analytical decisions. Interpretations of the data are based on the material, and the findings are 

reported without selective representation of the speeches analyzed (see ALLEA 2023).  

An important principle is respecting colleagues, research subjects, society, cultural heritage, and 

the environment regarding the research. Respect is reflected by engaging with the material 

responsibly and carefully. The analysis focuses on discursive patterns and representations in 

political discourse and is not targeting individuals. This research seeks to contribute to research 

about discourse about migration in a respectful and academic way (see ALLEA 2023).  

The researcher is to be held accountable for the whole research process, from the idea to 

publication. This includes management and organization, and its wider societal impacts. 

Accountability is addressed by taking responsibility for all stages of the research process. 

Methodological choices, limitations, and relevance of the research are stated explicitly to ensure 

transparency and responsibility (see ALLEA 2023).  

This research includes CDA. This type of analysis is primarily ethical since its goal is to transform 

values and actions into a more equal and democratic way (Graham 2018). This study seeks to 
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increase awareness of how language adds to certain groups dominating others by using CDA (ibid.). 

It is an ethical requirement to clarify the researcher’s position, values, and biases since an analysis 

cannot be truly neutral or objective. If the researcher fails to be accountable for the values and 

interests of powerful institutions may be reinforced (ibid.). The ethical focus in CDA is on viewing 

language as a form of social action rather than judging whether a statement is true or false. Since 

action always involves choice, it is inherently ethical (ibid.). While doing CDA, the researcher 

acknowledges that personal values and perspectives can influence the interpretation of discourse. 

The ethical considerations are addressed through reflexivity and awareness that the analysis cannot 

be completely neutral. At the same time, the analysis seeks to approach the data carefully and 

systematically to provide a balanced and transparent interpretation. The research critically 

examines how language and representations in political discourse can contribute to power 

imbalances between certain groups. By analyzing how migration and migrants are portrayed, the 

study seeks to raise awareness of how discourse shapes social relations and power structures.  

The researcher’s personal values or politics can influence the process of conducting and the 

outcome of a study. Social researchers cannot work in a moral or evaluative vacuum (Bell et al. 

2023). To ensure that values are used in an ethical and not in an ideological way, the researcher 

carries out a process of reflexivity (see ibid.). As a researcher who is part of a majority in German 

society and does not share the lived experience of migrants, the author is aware of how 

interpretations of discourse about migration are influenced and shaped by the researcher’s social 

position. Also, the researcher is not part of the group of far-right actors whose speeches are being 

analyzed. The researcher is aware of these positions and reflects on potential biases and limitations 

associated with this. The researcher’s academic background is in social work and human rights and 

is committed to social justice and human rights. The author is aware of her biases and that 

interpretations are influenced by what is seen and understood as problematic. By conducting 

systematic analysis, being transparent in the research design and throughout the research process, 

grounding the interpretation in data, and avoiding misrepresentation, seeks to minimize personal 

bias and to ensure that the analysis is grounded in data. 

Language is central in research in writing publications, communication with research partners and 

participants, or in presentations. The use of language is not neutral and can reproduce judgements, 

values, and ideologies (Bilgic et al. 2022). Language, words, and categories can be exclusionary 
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and derogatory, especially when talking about migration or migrants who are a mostly 

underrepresented group in society (ibid.). In this study, the language of far-right actors when talking 

about migration is analyzed. It is essential that in this research, non-discriminatory language is 

used, and the researcher carries this awareness while writing this research. 

The use of Artificial Intelligence in research has to be in an appropriate way, the researcher is 

responsible for any content created with Artificial Intelligence tools (Vetenskapsrådet 2024). In this 

research no generative Artificial Intelligence was used. Artificial Intelligence was merely used for 

grammar and spelling checking, not to generate texts. For grammar and spelling checking the tool 

Grammarly was used (grammarly n.d.). 

 

4.6 Reflection on method  

This study followed an inductive and interpretive approach in the sense that themes and patterns 

were developed from the empirical material during data analysis (see Bell et al. 2023; Marshall et 

al. 2022; Patton 2015). Throughout the research process, the researcher was moving between data 

collection, coding, and the development of analytical themes. At the same time, the interpretation 

of the findings was characterized by existing theoretical concepts. Consequently, the analysis 

cannot be understood as purely inductive, as theoretical perspectives shaped the interpretation of 

the data. During the analysis, methodological challenges emerged. It was challenging at times to 

assign codes consistently to broader themes, as some statements could be interpreted in multiple 

ways and therefore fit into more than one category. Additionally, it was occasionally difficult to 

clearly distinguish between categories like portrayals, frames, and discursive strategies since some 

statements fulfilled multiple functions at the same time.  
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5. Theoretical considerations 

In this chapter, theoretical considerations are described as the theoretical foundation for the analysis 

of the parliamentary speeches delivered by members of the AfD. Firstly, concepts of ideology and 

power connected to CDA are explained. The next theoretical framework is framing theory by 

Entman, followed by the concepts of othering and racism. Lastly, the concepts of nationalism and 

national identity are explained. 

 

5.1 Ideology and Power 

Ideology and power relations are an important part of CDA (Fairclough 2010). Following this, the 

concepts of ideology and power related to CDA are described since they are part of the theoretical 

foundation for this study.  

 

Ideology in CDA 

Ideologies are ideas and belief systems that are shared by groups of social actors. Ideologies 

organize and ground social representations of members of groups (Van Dijk 2006). Ideologies are 

also the basis of discourses and other social practices. The members of groups can organize and 

coordinate actions and interactions with their goals and interests of the group in mind, with these 

ideologies (ibid.). They are socio-psychological systems, not logical systems, and are by definition 

socially shared, even if not all members of the group know the ideologies equally. Ideologies are 

foundational beliefs representing a specific kind of social group and are expressed and gained by 

discourse (ibid.). Ideologies are expressed, enacted, and reproduced by discourse through discourse 

strategies and structures. Any structure in discourse, like a specific intonation, stress, or volume in 

an expression, word, or phrase, can be ideological and can express ideologies of different topics 

(ibid.). Ideologies can be organized by ingroup and outgroup codes in talk and texts of discourse. 

Examples of these codes are the use of us and them, our people and those people, and positive self-

presentation and negative other-representation (ibid.).  
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In discourse, language and ideology meet, and CDA aims to analyze the ideological dimensions of 

language use (Wodak 2002). Discursive practices can have ideological effects and contribute to 

producing or reproducing unequal power relations. In CDA, ideology is an important part in 

establishing or maintaining unequal power relations where language mediates ideology in different 

social institutions (ibid.). Ideologies can become dissociated from a social base, and interests that 

generated the ideologies can become naturalized, so they are seen to be commonsensical and based 

in the nature of people, rather than in the interest of classes or groups (Fairclough 2010). 

Naturalized ideologies can then become part of the knowledge base. This leads to orderliness of 

interaction depending on these ideologies and knowledge base, and goes from local, micro events 

to higher orderliness (ibid.). The orderliness of an interaction is the feeling of participants that 

things are as they should be or as someone would expect them to be. This is a matter of coherence 

or a matter of turns at talking in the expected way or using the expected markers of, for example, 

politeness. Conformity with interactive norms is a matter of orderliness (ibid.). This study examines 

how ideological assumptions about migration and migrants are constructed and normalized in 

parliamentary speeches delivered by members of the AfD. 

 

Power in CDA 

CDA focuses on the effect of power relations and inequalities in producing social wrongs 

(Fairclough 2010). Ideologies in discourses are understood as being the meaning in the service of 

power. CDA aims to provide interpretations and explanations of areas of social life that cause social 

wrongs and provide knowledge that could rectify or mitigate them (ibid.). These interpretations 

include people who live and act in the circumstances and the people who want to govern or regulate 

them, for example, politicians and managers (ibid.). Language is used by powerful people and is 

not powerful on its own (Wodak 2002). In CDA, language use of those in power is critically 

analyzed and examined to determine who is responsible for inequalities and who can improve those 

conditions. Language is a social phenomenon, and individuals, institutions, and social groups 

express specific meanings and values in systematic ways (ibid.). Through interdisciplinary work, 

it can be examined how language works in forming and changing knowledge and in exercising 

power. Power is a central condition in social life, and in text it is mostly the work of only one 
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person (ibid.). Differences in discourse have to be negotiated, there are differences in power which 

are determined by discourse and genre. Power is about the relations and effects of differences in 

social structures (ibid.). Language is involved where power is indexed, expressed, and challenged. 

CDA aims to identify the ways in which linguistic forms are used in expressions and manipulations 

of power (ibid.). CDA tries to make structural relationships of dominance, discrimination, control, 

and power in language transparent and investigates how social inequality is expressed and 

legitimized by the use of language or in discourse (ibid.). The study analyzes how politicians of the 

AfD use and exercise power through the portrayal of migrants and migration, and therefore how 

they define social realities, and legitimize and reinforce unequal power relations. 

 

5.2 Framing Theory 

Framing theory aims to examine how social movements and actors in social movements create and 

use meaning, and how ideas and events are framed (Christiansen 2024). The theory was originally 

pioneered by Erving Goffman, who argued that “people frame experiences in order to organize and 

understand the world around them” (ibid.). Frames are used to help interpret the world based on 

their social position and previous experience (ibid.).  

Based on that assumption, Robert Entman (1993) describes framing as a process of selection and 

salience to describe the power of a communicating text. He aims to create a coherent framing theory 

by identifying functions and locations within a communication process. Framing processes include 

selecting certain aspects of reality and making them more meaningful within a text (ibid.). Entman 

defines four functions of these frames: problem definitions, interpretations of causes, moral 

evaluations, and treatment recommendations (ibid.). Defining the problem determines what a 

causal agent is doing, as measured by common cultural values. Interpreting the cause means 

identifying the reasons behind creating the problem. Making moral judgements includes the 

evaluation of causal agents and the effects they have. Lastly, suggesting remedies implies offering 

and justifying solutions for problems (ibid.). One frame or sentence can have none, one, or more 

framing functions (ibid.).  
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The location of frames in the communicating process, identified by Entman are the communicator, 

the text, the receiver, and the culture (Entman 1993). Communicators make unconscious or 

conscious judgments about what to say based on their belief system (ibid.). Texts hold frames that 

are presented by the presence or absence of certain sources of information, like keywords, phrases, 

and stereotyped images. The text includes sentences that strengthen facts or judgments (ibid.). The 

receiver’s or audience’s thinking is guided by their own frames; this may or may not reflect the 

frames in the text or the communicator’s intention. The culture is defined as a set of common 

frames shown in the discourse and thoughts of most people in a social group (ibid.). The functions 

of framing in all four locations are constructing an argument about problems, their cause, and 

solution (ibid.).   

Frames work by lifting pieces of information to make them more meaningful and noticeable to 

audiences. This increases the probability that receivers understand the information and meaning, 

and stays more memorable (Entman 1993). This process occurs by placement, repetition, or 

connection with culturally familiar symbols. Additionally, absence of information can be highly 

meaningful if it adds to the existing schemata of the audience’s belief system (ibid.). Frames 

determine how people notice, understand, and remember a problem. Framing can play an important 

role in exercising political power since it shows the identity of the actors and interests that dominate 

the text (ibid.). 

Framing theory is used to analyze how members of the AfD portray migration and migrants in 

parliamentary discourse. The analysis examines how migration is framed as a problem, which 

causes are identified by AfD politicians, and which policy responses are presented as necessary 

solutions for the problem of migration. 

 

5.3 Othering 

Othering is a concept of postcolonial theory and can be found in the critical analysis of racism 

(Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011). Othering is a process in which different hegemonic subjects are 

formed through discursive practices. These can be subjects in powerful positions or those who are 

oppressed by the powerful positions (ibid.).  
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Othering is the method of dividing people into “natural members who belong to ‘us’ and ‘Others’ 

who do not belong” (Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011, p. 37). Othering includes portraying the 

Other as “essentially different” (Molla 2023, p. 3) and transforming this difference into stigma. 

Othering requires assigning negativity and stigma to minority out-groups (ibid.). Othering is an 

instrument of power in discourses that creates, expresses, and targets collective identities. Othering 

is a tool to highlight some differences while other differences become irrelevant (ibid.). The process 

of Othering is not neutral, it is a “categorization of individuals or groups based on perceived 

distinctions” (ibid. p. 4). Racism, sexism, and class through “symbolic degradation” (Jensen 2011, 

p. 65) and the process of identity forming related to this degradation lead to Othering (ibid.). In this 

process, the Other is constructed as inferior by individuals or groups in power (ibid.).  

Racial Othering is a consequence of the moral rules of social relations that assign negative markers 

to racial and cultural differences (Molla 2024). The Other is hereby portrayed as different and 

inferior, while the Self/Us is described as superior. This process diminishes the Others’ worth and 

humanity (ibid.). Racial Othering includes “devaluation, discrimination, and domination of 

individuals identified by their presumed racial identity” (ibid. p. 5). It represents a subtle form of 

exclusion of individuals or groups that are perceived as different (Molla 2026).  

Edward Said and Gayatri Spivak are important figures in conceptualizing Othering and connecting 

the concept to imperialism and colonialism (Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011). Following that, 

Thomas-Olalde and Velho (2011) interpret Othering as institutionalizing dominant supposedly 

objective knowledge about “the Others” in political power. Othering as a political tool has 

significant influence in establishing and reinforcing hierarchies, building nation-states, and 

controlling resources (Molla 2024). It not only shapes how the difference between the Other and 

the Self/Us is perceived and handled in society, but reinforces unequal power relations through 

legitimizing control and exclusion of the Other (Molla 2026). Othering is used to “segregate 

communities along various axes, including class, clan, caste, gender, and religion” (ibid.).  

Discourses produce subjects, and for instance, in the case of discourses about Islam and Muslims, 

the dominant discourse creates and legitimizes exclusionary social, cultural, and political practices 

that are seen as normal and “without alternative” (Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011, p. 35).  
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The concept of Othering is used to analyze how AfD politicians portray migrants as the “Other” in 

their parliamentary speeches. The analysis focuses on how migrants are being portrayed as different 

from the constructed national “us”. This helps to examine how exclusion, inequality and unequal 

power relations are produced and legitimized in the discourse.  

 

5.4 Nationalism and National Identity  

Nationalism is a concept that says that “the state and the nation should be unified” (Fardan and 

Thorleifsson 2020) and the political and national components should be identical (ibid.). In the 

past, nationalism was divided into different types of nationalism (ibid.). Civic nationalism includes 

a state as the main form of human organization and individuals choosing to be members by 

accepting a shared set of cultural practices and values (Golder 2016). In this case, the nation is 

culturally but not necessarily ethnically homogenous (ibid.). Integration and deportation are 

methods for forming a monocultural state. Ethnic nationalism, on the other hand, uses an ethnic 

nation as the main form of human organization, and citizenship in the state is only gained by 

membership in the nation (ibid.). Here is deportation the main method to obtain a monocultural 

state. Civic nationalism is inclusionary while ethnic nationalism is exclusionary (ibid.). Nativism 

can be seen as a form of Nationalism (ibid.). Nativism uses blood as a definition of membership to 

a state (Berezin 2021).  The goal of nativism is to be exclusionary, and the ideology of ethnic 

superiority is close to racism (ibid.). Cultural nationalism supports exclusionary ideology on 

cultural, not on ethnic or racial grounds (Fardan and Thorleifsson 2020). This form of nationalism 

is more likely to accept the integration of different ethnic groups than ethnic nationalism or 

nativism. Cultural nationalists tend to direct their hostility against immigration and Islam, stating 

that Islamic culture is not compatible with Western values (ibid.). 

According to Wodak (2017), national identity consists of dispositions, attitudes, and conventions 

internalized through socialization and forms a national habitus. Nationhood as a form of social 

identity is produced, transformed, supported, and demolished through discourse (ibid.). Part of 

building and establishing a national identity is creating a we-group, which calls for solidarity and 

union (ibid.). National identity is maintained, supported, and reproduced by strategies of 

perpetuation and justification (ibid.). Berezin (2021) concludes that it is necessary to have a form 



 

55 

 

of national identity to get social cohesion and community to make political organization possible 

(Berezin 2021). Georgiadis and Manning (2013) determined that people are more likely to share 

the national identity of the society they live in if they feel tolerated and well-treated. Putting 

pressure on minority groups to integrate into and adjust to majority groups leads to destroying a 

sense of belonging (ibid.).  

The concepts of nationalism and national identity are used to analyze how AfD politicians construct 

the German nation, German national identity, and ideas of belonging. The study explores how ideas 

integration, deportation, and national cohesion are used to define boundaries of belonging and to 

legitimize exclusionary practices and understandings of a nation.  

 

The theoretical concepts are interconnected and together provide a comprehensive framework for 

analyzing far-right discourse about migrants and migration. CDA serves as the general approach, 

giving the basis for examining how discourse is linked to power relations. Within the framework, 

othering can be understood as a mechanism through which people are divided into social groups 

of “us” and “them”. These groups are seen as fundamentally and hierarchically different. This is 

connected to nationalism and national identity. These concepts define who belongs to a community 

and who is excluded. Framing theory helps to explain how migration is presented as a problem. 

These theoretical considerations are relevant for analyzing far-right discourse since these 

discourses frequently rely on the construction of a homogeneous national “we” in opposition to the 

other, and using this as a legitimizing exclusion and hierarchical understandings of society. 
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6. Analysis  

This chapter presents the findings of the analysis. The data is structured through TA, resulting in 

five themes that organize the following subchapters. These themes represent patterns of how 

migrants and migration are portrayed in the parliamentary discourse of the AfD. With CDA, each 

theme is examined in terms of how migrants and migration are portrayed, how belonging is 

negotiated, and how relations of power are reproduced.  

 

6.1 Cultural Othering 

Cultural othering is a central feature in the AfD’s parliamentary discourse on migration. In their 

speeches, cultural othering is expressed, among other things, by constructing value differences 

between migrants and Germans. Another aspect is the emphasis on a distinction between “us versus 

them”. In their speeches in the federal parliament, AfD members portray migrants as a cultural 

threat. This cultural threat is further amplified by the representation of migrants as a threat to 

national identity.  

 

Constructing Value Differences 

Cultural othering manifests itself in the speeches through the construction of value differences 

between migrants and Germans. AfD members create a contrast between positive and efficient 

Western culture and migrant communities, which are described as dysfunctional and incompatible 

with German society. For example, the parliamentary secretary states that “trust, team building, 

and precise coordination” are natural values of Western companies and cultures, whereas this is 

difficult to achieve in migrant “family-based communities” (Bundestag 2021, plenary protocol 

19/233, p. 29963). He also argues that, with “ongoing mass immigration,” migrants would “change 

our German and European culture, our identity, our cultural self - in a direction we do not want” 

(ibid., p. 29963). He describes an ideology and a shared belief system of Western culture that is 

spread within the AfD. These statements construct a “us versus them” framework and show a 

process of cultural othering, in which migrants are portrayed as culturally and inherently different 
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and therefore incompatible with the national in-group (see Molla 2023). The difference between 

German culture and migrant culture is highlighted to create an other-group. The construction of a 

collective we and “our culture” emphasizes cultural homogeneity, while migrant culture is 

presented as a threat to national identity (see Berezin 2021).  

Migrant cultures are represented as inherently violent and oppressive. The supposed difference 

between migrant and German culture is highlighted by describing migrant societies as “low-trust 

societies” (Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 20/178, p. 23034), characterized by “mutual 

suspicion, power struggles, if necessary, executed with violence” (ibid., p. 23034). The 

parliamentary secretary also claims that women in these societies barely have any rights, are locked 

away, and are systematically oppressed (ibid., p. 23034). The AfD politician emphasizes that this 

is not a matter of individual “malicious” families, but cultural patterns (ibid., p. 23034), suggesting 

that violence and oppression are inherent characteristics of migrant cultures. The AfD exercises 

power by claiming authority to define cultures and present generalizations and hierarchizations as 

factual truth (see Wodak 2002). By calling it cultural patterns, the AfD shifts the problem from 

individual to structural. This reinforces hierarchical differences between a supposedly democratic 

and civilized German culture and an inferior, violent, distrustful, and oppressive migrant culture, 

constructed as the other-group (see Molla 2024). 

By presenting cultures as inherently different, and portraying that as natural, and unchangeable, 

migrants are represented as incompatible with German society. This framing leads to inequality, 

restrictive and exclusionary policies being legitimized, and unequal treatment can be seen as a 

justified and necessary response to cultural incompatibility (see Entman 1993). The highlighting 

of value differences between Western or German cultures and migrant cultures and constantly 

associating migrants with violence and dysfunction, reinforces a worldview of normalized cultural 

hierarchy and exclusionary cultural nationalism (see ibid.). 

 

Us versus them framework 

AfD politicians use an “us versus them” framework in their speeches to underline the distinction 

between migrants and Germans. The parliamentary secretary refers to “our German and European 
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culture”, “our identity”, and “our cultural self” (Bundestag 2021, plenary protocol 19/233, p. 

29963) to highlight the difference between “us” and “the Others” and construct a collective national 

in-group that is the opposite of migrants. Similarly, the spokesperson for domestic policy says that 

the government would rather “import” migrants “at the expense of its own citizens” (Bundestag 

2020, plenary protocol 19/183, p. 22966) than combat unemployment among “its own people” 

(ibid., p. 22966) and the also emphasizes that the government’s policies do not serve “German or 

European workers” (Bundestag 2021, plenary protocol 19/204, p. 25725), but primarily “Oriental 

and African migrants” (ibid., p. 25725). One of the party leaders argues that the culture of migrants 

is incompatible with German culture. Many migrants “absolutely do not want to live like us – and 

we do not want to live like them” (Bundestag 2021, plenary protocol 19/238, p. 31000).  These 

statements are clear in-group and out-group codes that represent the ideology of the AfD. Migrants 

are represented through a negative other-representation as outsiders and beneficiaries at the 

expense of the people in the in-group. With that, the interests of Germans and migrants are pitted 

against one another, suggesting that they are in conflict (see Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011; Molla 

2024).  

AfD politicians use extreme cases like rape and murder and emotionally images of grieving 

families and trauma to highlight their message of an “us versus them” framework and associate 

migrants with violence and danger (see Entman 1993). In the speeches, victims of violent crimes 

are being used to justify restrictive policies and deportations of migrants. This becomes clear in a 

speech by the parliamentary secretary:  

How many parents would be spared the grief of losing their children to 

stabbing? How many women would not be raped and traumatized? If even a 

single gang rape could be prevented - the emotional devastation of a single 

woman in Germany - the measure [deportation] would already be justified. 

(Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 20/203, p. 26176) 

The party leader also exploits victims of violent crimes to create a “Germans versus migrants” 

narrative by creating a contrast between “immigration from Islamic countries” and “the victims, 

the traumatized relatives, and the terrorized citizens” (Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 20/172, 

p. 22138). The society is divided by the members of the AfD in the parliament into two groups with 
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opposing interests in their belief system. Migration is framed as a reason for a conflict between 

social groups and a threat to the safety of citizens in Germany (see Entman 1993). Political 

decisions and the government’s prioritization of migrants over Germans are identified as the cause 

of the problem. Migrants are connected to crime and danger, while the government is evaluated as 

neglecting its own population. Deportation is explicitly framed as a solution to the problem of 

migration (see ibid.).  

The AfD links national identity to protection and belonging. The speeches regarding nationalism 

and national identity have a strong emphasis on the priority of the national group by highlighting 

“our people” and “German interests”, while migrants are framed as undermining national solidarity. 

This cultural nationalism has a clear exclusionary logic, portraying the “us” as incompatible with 

the “them”. According to the statements of the AfD, German national identity is linked to protection 

and entitlement to resources, which leads to the belief that the state should only serve the national 

group (see Golder 2016; Berezin 2021; Fardan and Thorleifsson 2020).  

 

Migration as cultural threat 

Migrants and Islam are frequently portrayed as threats in the AfD’s parliamentary speeches, while 

AfD politicians often make no distinction between migrants and Muslims. Islam is portrayed as 

incompatible with democracy and Western values. The spokesperson for domestic policy, for 

example, claims that democracy is “alien to Islam” and that violence against women and people of 

other faiths is inherent to it (Bundestag 2020, plenary protocol 19/180, p. 22624). Similarly, the 

domestic policy spokesperson also claims that Islam came to Europe “to reign” (Bundestag 2024, 

plenary protocol 20/172, p. 22159). He states that migrants follow unlawful traditions and consider 

these “in case of doubt more important than our rules” (Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 20/178, 

p. 22997). By emphasizing “our rules”, a strong national “we” is constructed that is linked to 

democracy and the rule of law. The AfD members construct an ideology where they portray Islam 

as incompatible with Western values and democracy (see van Dijk 2006).  In a positive self-

presentation, they frame Western culture as democratic and tolerant, while migrants and Islam are 

portrayed as violent, oppressive, and anti-democratic (see Molla 2023).  
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The representation of a cultural threat is further reinforced by migrants being portrayed as being 

against equality, democratic values, and social cohesion. AfD politicians attempt to stoke fear of 

Muslims in their speeches. Muslim children are portrayed as creating a “climate of intimidation” 

(Bundestag 2020, plenary protocol 19/187, p. 23642) in schools where “bullying, Islamism and 

misogyny reign” (Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 20/178, p. 22997). Muslims are portrayed as 

claiming an “Islamic god state is the best form of government of all” (Bundestag 2024, plenary 

protocol 20/168, p. 21661) and the parliamentary secretary emphasizes that “two-thirds of all 

Muslims consider their Islamic laws to be more important than the laws of the country they live 

in” (Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 20/168, p. 21661). The parliamentary secretary states that 

Muslims are “enemies to our Western culture and way of life” (ibid., p. 21661). These statements 

are part of the process of racial othering, where migrants and Muslims are described as 

incompatible with German culture (see Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011; Molla 2023). Migrants are 

portrayed as less civilized and therefore as inferior to German nationals. The narrative of the 

cultures being fundamentally different and a conflict between the in-group and out-group are 

reinforced (see ibid.).  

Migrants and Muslims are associated with violence, criminality, and extremism. In speeches of 

AfD members, migrants are frequently associated with Islamism, Islamist attacks, and religious 

extremists (Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 20/172, p. 22138). For instance, the parliamentary 

secretary refers to migrants as “jew-haters” (Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 20/191, p. 24788), 

and “violent criminals” who have been imported to Germany (Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 

20/180, p. 23345). An AfD parliament member asserts that certain Muslim groups oppose 

“everything German and Western” and advocate for “the establishment of an Islamic caliphate, a 

dictatorship […] right in the heart of our German homeland” (Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 

20/168, p. 21661) and the spokesperson for domestic policy says that violence and crime are 

imported (Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 20/172, p. 22161). These labels have dehumanizing 

tendencies and construct them as an other-group in opposition to the German in-group. To portray 

migrants as anti-democratic legitimizes the treatment of inequality and exclusion, and this appears 

justified. The AfD portrays migrants and Muslims as one category, and both are seen as a threat 

(see Jensen 2011). As a part of racial and cultural othering, these diverse groups are homogenized 

and treated as one (see Molla 2023).  
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Islam is presented as uniform and static, and migrants’ behavior is explained through Islam; they 

are not treated as individuals (see Molla 2023). The AfD shows a worldview where exclusion of 

Muslims seems necessary for a safe environment in Germany. Power is executed by producing 

knowledge through generalizations (see Entman 1993). Islam is linked to violence, extremism, and 

misogyny. Social problems like crime, violence, and lack of integration are blamed on Muslims 

and Islam. This reinforces power hierarchies, and the AfD is trying to justify control and unequal 

treatment by constructing migrants and Muslims as a dangerous group and a threat to German 

culture (see Wodak 2002; Entman 1993). Migration is framed as a threat to the security of German 

citizens and society, as a threat to German and Western culture, and a threat to democracy. Islam 

and Muslims are framed as the cause because of their cultural and religious values (see Entman 

1993). Through focusing on extreme and negative aspects, Muslims are associated with violence, 

misogyny, and anti-democratic attitudes. The AfD members use emotionally loaded terms to give 

the frame more meaning. Constantly linking Islam with threat and generalizing the whole religion 

led to a strong narrative of Islam and migration being a threat and a danger to culture, society, and 

national identity (see ibid.). These representations legitimize exclusionary practices and make them 

appear necessary to keep the in-group of Germans safe, while Muslims are positioned outside of 

the national community (see Molla 2026). AfD members imply in their speeches a need to protect 

the nation. 

 

Migration as threat to national identity 

As a form of cultural othering, migrants are portrayed as a threat to German national identity. This 

is reinforced by statements, like in the domestic policy spokesperson’s portrayal of Germans feeling 

like outsiders in Germany (Bundestag 2024, plenary protocol 20/178, p. 23033). Migrants are 

framed as responsible for Germans feeling displaced within their own society, thereby 

strengthening the distinction between the national in-group and out-group (see Thomas-Olalde and 

Velho 2011).  

The “us versus them” narrative is taken to the extreme by claiming that Europeans and Germans 

are “being replaced by immigrants from Africa and the Middle East” (Bundestag 2024, plenary 

protocol 20/168, p. 21662). This is an extreme interpretation of migration, and the AfD takes the 
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authority to define national identity and who belongs. Germans are framed as the rightful owners 

of the country, while migrants are a threat to this order and excluded from belonging. This reflects 

an exclusionary nationalism in which being a member of the nation is defined in ethnocultural 

terms (see Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011; Entman 1993; Golder 2016). 

Further statements by AfD members in the federal parliament highlight the importance of cultural 

cohesion and national identity. The spokesperson for domestic policy, for instance, calls into 

question the sense of unity among Germans when “too many people come to our country” 

(Bundestag 2021, plenary protocol 19/217, p. 27406), and left-wing migration policies are framed 

as destroying German national identity, “the nation, our homeland, and the sense of belonging that 

has developed over the centuries” (Bundestag 2021, plenary protocol 19/211, p. 26647). A strong 

connection to nationalism is made here. The AfD represents the idea that the nation and state must 

align (see Fardan and Thorleifsson 2020). In the way of cultural nationalism, migration is framed 

as incompatible with the German national identity (see Fardan and Thorleifsson 2020). In the 

speeches, roots, traditions, and historical developments are emphasized, and a clear distinction 

between insiders and outsiders of a national community is made (see Molla 2023). The national 

identity is threatened with being destroyed or replaced by migrants. This legitimizes that migrants 

are being positioned outside the national “we”. This reinforces the idea that national identity must 

be protected and that the exclusion of migrants is necessary to maintain a national community (see 

Golder 2016).  

These findings confirm what the previous research described. Lichtenstein, Ritter and Fähnrich 

(2017) describe how cultural differences and Islam are instrumentalized by right-wing actors to 

construct an incompatibility between German society and migrants. Hellström (2023) states that in 

far-right discourse, a division is drawn between people who belong and those who do not. Žúborová 

and Borárosová (2017) identify that cultural differences are used to portray migrants as a threat. 

Othering and racism play an important role in constructing migrants as incompatible with national 

societies. This study supports these arguments since the German AfD is using cultural othering, the 

construction of migrants as a threat to national identity, and value differences between migrants 

and Germans to create a narrative of migrants being incompatible with German culture and 

therefore a problem.  
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6.2 Migration as Crisis and Burden 

In their speeches, AfD politicians repeatedly portray migration as a crisis or a burden. In addition 

to using crisis as a metaphor, these politicians present economic arguments to paint a picture of a 

threat to the welfare state. The failure to integrate is used to explain and justify these constructed 

problems.  

 

Migration as a crisis 

All of the politicians studied used the metaphor of migration as a crisis. The AfD members 

repeatedly mention a “migration crisis” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/239, p. 31110), an 

“influx of people” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/238, p. 31000), and “catastrophic mass 

immigration” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/168, p. 21661). The AfD’s parliamentary 

secretary compares the migration situation in Germany to the one in France and states that there, 

“civil war threatens” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/233, p. 29962).  These citations frame 

migration as a large-scale and destabilizing phenomenon and construct an idea of loss of control 

over national borders. Statements about “loss of control over our borders” (Bundestag 2024, 

Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 22138) that have led to “unrestricted, uncontrolled mass immigration” 

(ibid., p. 22138) link migration to debates about national boundaries, and loss of control leads to a 

loss of sovereignty that would threaten the national order (see Wodak 2017). Migration is framed 

as a problem, not a social process, and this paints a picture in which the German government has 

lost control over migration. This can lead to a loss of trust in the government. While migration is 

catastrophized, the government is framed as weak and failing in controlling the borders and 

protecting German citizens (see Entman 1993). 

Statements such as migration as “uncontrolled immigration” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 

20/177, p. 22861), a “rejection of control in migration policy” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 

20/184, p. 23860), and a “politically motivated refusal to exercise control” (Bundestag 2024, 

Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 23860) are used to stoke fear of migration and, at the same time, to 

defame the current government in its ability to protect the border and therefore the German society. 
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Open borders and the failure of government are framed as the cause of migration being a crisis (see 

Entman 1993).  

AfD politicians use metaphors of natural disasters in their speeches to describe migration and 

portray it as a crisis. This portrays migration as uncontrollable and overwhelming. The 

parliamentary group leader also describes how the “country is being flooded” (Bundestag 2024, 

Plenary Protocol 20/205, p. 26518) and how the “streams of refugees are eclipsing the 2015 asylum 

surge” (ibid., p. 26518). Migration is described as “waves” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 

19/239, p. 26543, Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/205, p. 31110), as “Germany being flooded 

with foreigners” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 22160), or “refugee streams” 

(Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/205, p. 26518). Such metaphors lead to migration being 

viewed as an unstoppable catastrophe against which Germany must protect itself (see Entman 

1993). The function of this frame is to define migration as a problem and set this as common 

knowledge between the AfD members who are delivering the speeches and the voters who are the 

audience. By using the metaphor of a natural disaster, the descriptive language makes the message 

of migration being a crisis more understandable and noticeable to the audience (see ibid.). This 

frame works because it is connected to images that people are familiar with. The AfD not only 

describes but constructs migration as a crisis; these frames are presented as facts. The emotional 

language used in the speeches is supposed to create fear within the audience and strengthen the 

authority of the claims (see ibid.). 

By using this descriptive and emotional language, the frame of migration as a crisis is strengthened 

(see Entman; Wodak 2002). For example, the parliamentary secretary speaks of an “uncontrolled 

influx” of millions of migrants (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/175, p. 22612), the 

spokesperson on domestic policy of a “unbroken stream of asylum-seeking intruders”, that is 

violating Europe’s and Germany’s borders “in order to take root here illegally and have themselves 

supported” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/178, p. 22997), and all politicians refer to 

phrases like “mass immigration” (e.g. Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/168, p. 21661) and 

“mass migration” (e.g. Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/208, p. 26940).  

By calling migration a crisis and burden, a division between an in-group (us) and an out-group 

(them) is constructed. The them-group of migrants is portrayed negatively since they are accused 
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of destroying the country by catastrophizing migration to Germany (see Molla 2024). Migrants are 

targeted as a collective, homogeneous identity, and are portrayed as inferior. This reinforces social 

hierarchies between Germans as the national in-group and Migrants as the out-group (see ibid.). 

An unequal power relation and dominance over migrants is strengthened by portraying migrants 

as a crisis. By portraying migrants as a burden to German society, the exclusion of migrants as a 

solution appears justified (see Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011).  

 

Migration as economic threat 

In addition to being portrayed as a crisis, migration is also depicted as an economic threat. Migrants 

are portrayed by AfD politicians as if they were ruining social welfare systems (Bundestag 2020, 

Plenary Protocol 19/180, p. 22624), overburdening the welfare state (Bundestag 2021, Plenary 

Protocol 19/210, p. 26543), and abusing the asylum system and asylum law by the millions 

(Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 22138). Migrants abusing the system is framed as 

the cause for the problem of migration being an economic threat to the wealth of Germany’s society 

and economy (see Entman 1993).  

This framing is reinforced by portraying migrants as motivated to come to Germany only by access 

to social benefits. Migrants are portrayed by the party’s domestic policy spokesperson as coming 

to Germany solely for “generous social benefits and a basic income” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary 

Protocol 20/172, p. 22160). Migrants are portrayed as if they come to Germany to live there “at the 

taxpayers’ expense” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 22138). Migrants are said to be 

“worsening the labor market situation here through wage dumping” (Bundestag 2020, Plenary 

Protocol 19/183, p. 22965). Germans and migrants are pitted against one another, the speeches 

describe a scenario in which migration would worsen the situation for Germans, which is intended 

to provoke anti-migration sentiment (see Molla 2023).  

Migrants are referred to as “asylum fraudsters” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 

22138), and it is stated that social benefits send “false signals of welcome” for “illegal 

immigration” (Bundestag 2020, Plenary Protocol 19/179, p.). The AfD is using its political power 

to define the migrants’ motives to come to Europe and Germany by stating that migrants only 
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immigrate to get benefits in Germany (see Wodak 2002; Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011). By 

labeling them as abusing the system, knowledge is created that portrays them as undeserving. 

Pressure on the welfare system and labor issues are blamed on migrants, which leads to justifying 

the deprivation of rights from migrants (see Molla 2026).  

The proposed solution is to switch “the provision of benefits to asylum seekers from cash to in-

kind benefits” and to eliminate “social benefits for those without residency permits” (Bundestag 

2024, Plenary Protocol 20/199, p. 22520). Reducing or removing benefits and restricting access to 

welfare is framed as the solution for migrants being an economic burden (see Entman 1993). This 

massively jeopardizes asylum seekers’ freedom of choice and their right to a minimum standard of 

living. By portraying migrants as abusers of welfare, it is legitimized and justified to reduce their 

access to human rights (see Molla 2026).  

This negative other-representation of abusers and fraudsters contrasts with the positive self-

representation of Germans as taxpayers and hard workers. This is a clear in-group versus out-group 

distinction that presents migrants as inferior and threatening to Germans (see Molla 2024). The 

narrative of "us versus them” is reinforced by describing Germans solely as contributors to the 

system and migrants as takers from the system. A hierarchy is constructed between legitimate 

Germans and illegitimate migrants (see Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011). Migrants are only framed 

as abusers of welfare; there is no mention of migrants contributing to Germany’s economy and 

society. This results in the narrative of the system being at risk because of migrants exploiting it, 

and that is why restrictions are portrayed as necessary (see ibid.). 

 

Failure of integration 

When alleged problems involving migrants are highlighted, the inability or failure to integrate is 

often used as an explanation. The lack of integration is explained through culture, and not structural 

barriers. The parliamentary secretary, for instance, argues that migrants’ culture allegedly prevents 

them from integrating (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/233, p. 29962). From an ideological 

perspective, this simplifies the problem of a lack of integration into German society (see Van Dijk 

2006). As part of racial othering, the failure to integrate is linked to inherent cultural traits that all 
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migrants have in common (see Molla 2023; Jensen 2011). The AfD constructs a belief system in 

which migrants are either not willing or not able to integrate. According to the frame of AfD, the 

cause of failure of integration is the migrant’s culture, and their lack of willingness to integrate. 

Integration is framed not as a mutual social process but as an individual responsibility of migrants 

(see Entman 1993). 

The spokesperson for domestic policy refers to a “lack of willingness to integrate” and declares the 

“integration [of migrants] a failure” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/236, pp. 30661, 30662). 

Migrants who are considered “non-integrated” are described as not belonging in Germany or in 

German society, while deporting them is framed as “a matter of common sense and a primary 

obligation” for the AfD (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/208, p. 26940). Deportation and the 

consequent exclusion are legitimized as common sense and are framed as the only solution to the 

problem (see Fardan and Thorleifsson 2020; Golder 2016). Migrants are made responsible for the 

social wrong and the following exclusion. Integration becomes a duty, and migrants fail to fulfill 

this duty, which becomes a moral wrongdoing (see ibid.).  

According to the AfD, this lack of integration creates “isolated parallel and counter-societies, even 

leading to clan rule in entire neighborhoods” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/204, p. 25725). 

This is a strong negative other-representation where migrants are portrayed as refusing to integrate 

and creating parallel societies (see Molla 2023; Molla 2024; Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011). In 

one speech, the parliamentary secretary describes the consequences of a lack of integration:  

Germans feel like strangers, strangers in their own country; they say so openly 

in every survey. Because cultural parallel societies are spreading, at an ever-

increasing pace, often veritable counter-societies that are hostile to our 

culture, that isolate entire neighborhoods, proclaim the caliphate, establish 

clan rule, and cheer on Hamas murders. (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 

20/178, p. 23033). 

By linking migration to extremism and criminal structures, migration is framed as a threat to 

national unity and public order (see Entman 1993).  

By, for example, referring to “every survey”, the politician seems to cite facts to make this claim 

more believable for the audience. Additionally, all their claims about migrants creating parallel 
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societies and being part of clans are presented as facts with no empirical foundation (see Entman 

1993).  To state facts without an empirical basis contributes to producing knowledge that reinforces 

power by presenting subjective claims as objective truths and legitimizing exclusionary policies 

(see ibid.). This is used to portray migration as a threat and a burden on German society and 

Germany. The repetition of the problem of parallel societies leads to emphasizing the problem to 

make it memorable for the audience (see ibid.). This causes a fear of social division and results in 

making the exclusion of migrants being necessary to maintain cohesion within German society (see 

Berezin 2021).  

Integration is used as a strong criterion for belonging to the German national community (see 

Fardan and Thorleifsson 2020). The AfD has the power to define what integration means, while 

the failure is entirely blamed on migrants. National identity is presented as a condition for cultural 

cohesion and shared norms, and migration is framed as a threat to this unity and cohesion (see 

Fardan and Thorleifsson 2020; Berezin 2021). This reinforces an exclusionary understanding of 

national identity that legitimizes deportation as a measure to protect social cohesion (see ibid.). 

Migrants are stigmatized by being associated with extremism, criminal structures, and isolation. 

They are portrayed as an other-group, which is a threat and does not belong to society. To legitimize 

the exclusion and deportation of migrants, they are portrayed as dangerous outsiders in one group 

with the same behavior (see Molla 2023). 

Migration framed as a crisis is a common metaphor used by far-right actors in political discourse 

in Germany and Europe. Lichtenstein, Ritter and Fähnrich (2017) and Gabriel and Vollmann (2019) 

describe in their studies how migration, viewed as a crisis, is related to issues of integration, cultural 

differences, and xenophobia, and can be seen not only as a reaction but also as a persistent part of 

migration discourse. Žúborová and Borárosová (2017) identified that dominant themes in 

Slovakian migration discourse changed from positive representation to migration being a crisis. 

Additionally, Fröhlich (2025) shows that migrants being seen as an asset or burden depends on 

economic utility and contribution to society. The findings of this study confirm the results of the 

studies by repeatedly framing migration as a crisis and economic threat to the German nation.  
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6.3 Securitization of Migrants 

Part of the securitization of migrants6 involves portraying migrants as a threat to society. Another 

common theme in the speeches of AfD members of parliament is portraying migrants as a threat to 

security. This is often linked to calls for more deportations. 

 

Migrants as threat to society 

In its speeches, the AfD portrays migration and migrants as a danger and a threat to German society. 

Migration and immigration policy are described as “harmful to Germany” and would lead to 

“irreversible damage to Germany and democracy” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/236, p. 

30661). Migration is associated with leading to “damage that causes the loss of control over internal 

peace, the security of citizens, trust in institutions, and the country’s internal cohesion” (Bundestag 

2021, Plenary Protocol 19/239, p. 31110). These representations frame migration as a threat to the 

social and political order of Germany (see Entman 1993). 

The AfD uses narratives to strike fear in the audience, connecting migration to violence, crime, and 

a threat to security.  The AfD parliamentary group leader, for example, uses “the bloodbath on 

Mannheim’s market square” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 22137) to emphasize 

that migrants, migration, and the government’s migration policy would mean “the collapse of 

security in public spaces” (ibid., p. 22137). The party leader also states that “unrestricted, 

uncontrolled mass immigration […] costs human lives” (ibid., p. 22138). The AfD’s spokesperson 

on domestic policy, for example, argues in his speeches that “allowing illegal migration kills” 

(Bundestag 2020, Plenary Protocol 19/187, p. 23642). These extreme and vivid examples 

generalize individual crimes and violence, and death is used to create emotions and fear within the 

audience and the voters of the AfD (see Wodak 2002; Entman 1993).  

Migration is portrayed as a threat to German society and national cohesion. The AfD claims that 

“mass immigration” would “ultimately lead to the foreign determination of the native population” 

(Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/236, p. 30762), since the goal is “the dissolution of the 

 
6 Securitization of migrants describes a process where migration is framed as a threat to a nation-state and the unity 

of a national community (von Rosen 2019).  
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German nation as a centuries-old community of descent and culture” (ibid., p. 30761). The 

parliamentary group leader also describes migrants as “endangering Germany’s internal security” 

(Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/177, p. 22861), while the spokesperson for domestic policy 

states that migration would destroy the “cohesion of our society” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary 

Protocol 20/178, p. 23034). The AfD uses its power to blame the current government and migrants 

for crime, fear, and instability (see Wodak 2002). Migration and migrants are portrayed as a threat 

to German society by accusing migrants of alienating “our homeland” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary 

Protocol 20/178, p. 23034). Migrants would “bleed the German people […] dry,” and according to 

the spokesperson for domestic policy, this is to be understood “not only metaphorically, but also 

literally” (ibid., p. 22998). From an ideological perspective, the AfD is constructing a belief system 

where migration is portrayed as an existential threat to society (see Wodak 2002; Van Dijk 2006). 

As part of the othering process, migrants are homogenized, and all of them are associated with 

violence, crime, and fear (see Molla 2023). Migrants are portrayed as the out-group that is framed 

as an internal enemy (see Wodak 2017; Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011). They are the source of 

danger, while Germans, as part of the in-group, are portrayed as the victims. This enhances the 

exclusion and legitimizes exercising control over migrants as the “others” (Molla 2026; Thomas-

Olalde and Velho 2011).  

One function of the frame of migrants being a threat to society is to define the problem as migration 

threatening cohesion and the survival of society (see Entman 1993). “Mass immigration” and the 

migration policies of the government are framed as the cause of the problem. Migrants are framed 

and portrayed as violent, dangerous, and destabilizing the system, whereas the government is 

portrayed as failing to protect its own citizens and as being irresponsible (see ibid.). One of the 

AfD politicians emphasizes that the party had warned that citizens would pay the price for 

Germany’s migration policy (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/180, p. 23345). The 

parliamentary secretary also states that people in Germany would feel “nothing but fear; fear like 

never before” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/168, p. 21662). According to him, Germans 

are afraid of “becoming a minority in Germany” (ibid., p. 21662). By portraying other political 

actors and the government as irresponsible and as ignoring citizens’ safety, political opponents are 

delegitimized. This creates a highly emotional threat narrative and is a dehumanizing practice that 

creates fear within the audience (see Wodak 2002; Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011).  
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The AfD is presented positively as a protector of “our citizens” and “our country”, while in a 

negative other-representation, migrants are linked with violence, insecurity, and societal collapse. 

For example, the parliamentary secretary emphasizes that fear is particularly prevalent among “our 

women” and girls (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/191, p. 24789, Bundestag 2024, Plenary 

Protocol 20/203, p. 26175). Issues like women’s safety are used to portray migrants as a threat and 

migration as negative (see Molla 2023). The “us versus them” division is used to spread fear. If the 

parties in the federal parliament did not cooperate with the AfD, they would prove that the “slander 

of the AfD” is more important to them than the “safety of our citizens, more important than the 

welfare of our country” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/203, p. 26184). The AfD makes a 

point where they state that protecting citizens is the morally right thing to do, whereas allowing 

migration is harmful. This is legitimizing exclusionary practices that are supposed to solve the 

social problem of migration. The AfD is framing political cooperation with them as a solution for 

social wrong. They are portraying themselves as the only solution to protect the nation from 

migration and the resulting threat to society (see Molla 2026; Molla 2024; Thomas-Olalde and 

Velho 2011).  

 

Migrants as threat to security 

In speeches by AfD members in the federal parliament, migrants are explicitly portrayed as a threat 

not only to society but also to security. Specifically, migrants are referred to as “terrorists” 

(Bundestag 2020, Plenary Protocol 19/187, p. 23642), “Islamist threats” (ibid., p. 23624), 

“offenders, police known criminals, rapists, child molesters, Islamists” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary 

Protocol 19/239, p. 31110). The AfD shares a belief system in its ideology of migrants being 

criminals and a security threat (see Van Dijk 2006). The label of terrorists, threats, criminals, and 

rapists is a strong negative other-representation that creates fear of migrants and migration (see 

Molla 2023).  

A dominant frame is the repeated connection between migration and crime. In the discourse on 

migration, AfD speeches place particular emphasis on so-called “migrant crime” (Bundestag 2024, 

Plenary Protocol 20/155, p. 19946) and highlight that many refugees and migrants are criminals 

and offenders; they are mentioned in connection with violence, murders, knife attacks, and sexual 
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offenses (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 22160, Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 

20/175, p. 22574, Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/177, p. 22861, Bundestag 2024, Plenary 

Protocol 20/178, p. 23034). By repeating the link between violent crimes, security threats, and 

migrants, the AfD is trying to create truth (see Entman 1993). 

The parliamentary group leader describes crime statistics showing that “40 percent of suspects are 

foreign nationals” and that “asylum seekers from Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, and Turkey have a 

disproportionately high rate of criminal activity” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 

22138).  However, these statistics are not contextualized. There is no mention that migrants may 

be suspected of crimes more frequently in Germany due to racist systems and policing biases. By 

merely reciting the statistics, fear of migrants is spread without considering the structural causes 

of a supposedly higher crime rate (see Entman 1993). The AfD uses power to produce knowledge 

through presenting selective statistics without context and explanations. This generates a power 

imbalance and inequality. Numbers and statistics are used to create objectivity and credibility, 

which leads to further power imbalance (see Entman 1993; Wodak 2002).   

Violence and crime are not only linked to individual migrants but are also explained through 

culture. For instance, the spokesperson for domestic policy states that “cultural factors certainly 

play a role in crime” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 22160). The AfD’s 

parliamentary secretary describes the situation regarding migrants and crime as follows:  

And when it comes to clan-based crime, the police are already referring to 

‘ethnic-cultural crime,’ because that is what it is. What a terrible 

development for the safety of our citizens in this country, ladies and 

gentlemen! (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/178, p. 23034) 

Calling these crimes “ethnic-cultural” is racializing the crimes and strengthening the fear of 

migrants, since it is portrayed as natural, inherited, and not influenced by a structural environment. 

Migrants are treated as one homogeneous criminal group, which results in reinforcing stigma and 

racial othering. Migrants are reduced to being a threat within society and are constructed as an 

inner enemy to create fear and therefore legitimize exclusionary policies (see Molla 2023; Jensen 

2011; Molla 2024; Molla 2026).  
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The AfD uses emotionally charged narratives and extreme examples to strike fear of migrants. For 

instance, the AfD’s parliamentary secretary describes “attacks on our streets, in our schools, at our 

public swimming pools, and on our sports fields” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/178, p. 

23034). Public spaces are framed as unsafe because of migration. A constant linking of migration 

and violent crimes, and creating a threat to public spaces, creates an everyday fear of migration.  

An AfD politician also states that “sexual violence on such a scale has not been seen since the 

Russian invasion of 1945” (ibid., p. 23345). This comparison places migrants and refugees on the 

same level as perpetrators during World War II. This represents an extreme escalation in discourse. 

By comparing migration to this period in German history, the politician increases the perceived 

threat of migration and puts it in a framework of collective memory of violence (see Entman 1993; 

Wodak 2002). This produces a highly emotionally charged narrative in which migrants are 

associated with war criminals and perpetrators of inhumane crimes in the past. This intensifies the 

process of othering and legitimizes the portrayal of migrants as an existential threat. This leads to 

exclusionary and restrictive policies appearing justified and necessary (see Molla 2026; Molla 

2023; Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011).  

AfD politicians instrumentalize religion to reinforce the narrative of migrants as a threat. While the 

perpetrators described as “Islamists” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/203, p. 26176, 

Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/205, p. 26518), “Islamist threats” (Bundestag 2020, Plenary 

Protocol 19/187, p. 23642) or “radical Muslims” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/204, p. 

25725), Jews are portrayed in the speeches as victims of migrants (e.g. Bundestag 2024, Plenary 

Protocol 20/199, p. 25840). Similarly, women are instrumentalized as victims to pit them against 

migrants (e.g., Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/233, p. 29962, Bundestag 2024, Plenary 

Protocol 20/168, p. 21661). Women and Jews as victims are used to reinforce the narrative of 

migrants being a threat, especially to the individuals who should be most protected in Germany 

(see Entman 1993; Wodak 2017). Jews and women are described as a natural part of a constructed 

moral and national community, whereas migration is framed as a threat to internal security and 

national order (see Wodak 2017; Berezin 2021; Georgiadis and Manning 2013).  

In all the speeches, migrants are portrayed as a security threat to Germany. This is a clear in-group 

against out-group coding. A moral hierarchy is created by describing Germans as innocent and 

migrants as dangerous (see Molla 2023; Molla 2024). Migrants are framed as a security threat due 
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to their culture, religion, and background. They are portrayed not only as different but as dangerous 

by nature (see Jensen 2011). Migrants are framed as violent, dangerous, and criminal, and through 

a focus on violent and extreme cases, and by using emotionally charged terms like terrorists and 

rapists, a strong and emotional security narrative is built (see Entman 1993). Linking to 

exclusionary nationalism, migrants are framed as inherently dangerous outsiders, which legitimizes 

exclusionary policies as a form of protection for the national community and identity. Belonging 

to this community is tied to safety and trust (see Fardan and Thorleifsson 2020; Golder 2016). 

 

Deportation as solution 

In response to the alleged threat posed by migrants, AfD politicians consider deportation to be the 

solution. They call for “250,000 migrants to be deported from Germany” (Bundestag 2020, Plenary 

Protocol 19/179, p. 22545), as this would allow for “preventing attacks through deportations” 

(Bundestag 2020, Plenary Protocol 19/187, p. 23642). The spokesperson for domestic policy 

demands the deportation of “Islamists and dangerous individuals” (Bundestag 2020, Plenary 

Protocol 19/187, p. 23642). “Consistent deportation” is particularly emphasized for “individuals 

who have committed crimes” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/177, p. 22861). Statements 

like this show that deportations are viewed as a solution to Germany’s high crime rate, as they are 

called for specifically when discussing “offenders and dangerous individuals” (Bundestag 2024, 

Plenary Protocol 20/208, p. 26940). Deportations are portrayed as a necessary solution to the 

constructed problem of migration (see Entman 1993).  

By portraying migrants as extremists, like Islamists, and dangerous individuals, deportation is 

legitimized as the only and necessary solution, while the AfD portrays itself as protective and 

proactive (see Molla 2024; Molla 2026). The AfD divides people clearly into those who belong 

and those who need to be removed (see Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011). This removal is seen as 

a justified response to deal with the dangerous “others”. The AfD creates stigma regarding migrants 

by associating them with violence and threat. The function of the racial othering is to reinforce the 

idea that migrants do not belong to Germany and that exclusion is necessary and common sense 

(see Molla 2023).  
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The AfD is portraying itself as protecting the national community by calling for deportation. 

Deportation is framed as a tool to defend security and order (see Entman 1993; Golder 2016). The 

AfD is highlighting the state’s role as the protector of the national group. However, the party makes 

sure to state that the belonging is conditional. The removal of the “others” is legitimized to protect 

the nation and national identity (see Golder 2026; Fardan and Thorleifsson 2020).  

Securitization is a common theme in migration discourse. Kissová (2017) concluded that crime, 

terrorism, and the regulation of migration are the main topics in migration discourse. Migration is 

linked to images of threat, terrorism, and Islamization. Žúborová and Borárosová (2017) describe 

in their study that political elites portray migrants and Muslims as a threat to the national 

community. This study finds that the AfD is using the same techniques in its political discourse to 

frame migrants as a threat to German society and security.  

 

6.4 Delegitimization and Exclusion 

In the analyzed speeches delivered by AfD politicians, migration and migrants are frequently 

discussed in a way that seeks to delegitimize and exclude them. This manifests itself in the portrayal 

of migration and migrants as illegal and in the dehumanization of migrants. Other patterns observed 

among the politicians include the portrayal of migrants as undeserving.  

 

Criminalization of migrants 

One of the ways in which the examined AfD politicians delegitimize migrants is to portray 

migration as a crime and migrants as illegal. The domestic policy spokesperson argues that 

migrants from Africa cross borders without authorization and are not entitled to protection under 

either the German Basic Law or the Geneva Convention on Refugees (Bundestag 2021, Plenary 

Protocol 19/217, p. 27406). He further states that the EU bears no responsibility for illegal migrants 

(Bundestag 2020, Plenary Protocol 19/180, p. 22624). Similarly, one of the parliamentary group 

leaders also frequently highlights “illegal migration” and “illegal migrants” in her speeches 

(Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/236, p. 30538).  Migration is constructed as illegal in the 
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belief system of the AfD (see Van Dijk 2006). The domestic policy spokesperson of the party states 

that there are no legitimate refugees in Germany, because “once travelers have left the alleged 

country they fled from, they naturally have no claim in the EU or even in Germany to tolerance of 

illegal entry” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/178, p. 22997). Here can be seen that the 

migration of refugees is criminalized and described as illegal. Through these statements, legitimate 

refugee status is denied, and the protection category for refugees is removed (see Molla 2026; 

Molla 2024; Golder 2016).  

AfD politicians portray the asylum system as ineffective and abused. The AfD parliamentary group 

leader questions “alleged unaccompanied minors” as refugees and describes that “millions of cases 

of abuse of the asylum system” are responsible for “illegal immigration into our country” 

(Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 22138). The politician points out that “hundreds of 

thousands of illegal asylum seekers required to leave the country” live in Germany and describes 

them as “illegal intruders” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/236, p. 30761-30762). These 

quotes add to the portrayal of migrants as outside the law, which justifies and legitimizes the 

exclusion of migrants (see Entman 1993; Molla 2026).  

The party uses its power in the federal parliament to define who is a “real refugee” and who is 

considered to be illegal (see Wodak 2002). This results in denying the rights of migrants, asylum 

seekers, and refugees. Additionally, they are framed as illegitimate and dishonest (see Entman 

1993). The AfD is morally and legally delegitimizing migration and migrants’ presence in 

Germany. The framing mechanism of repetition is used; illegal migration and illegal migrants are 

frames found within the speeches of all examined politicians. A complex process of asylum is 

reduced to “illegal migration” to simplify the process and legitimize exclusion (see ibid.). These 

legal arguments about the criminalization of migration are presented as objective facts, even though 

they have no factual substance. This binary framing of either “legal” or “illegal” migrant does not 

represent the reality of a complex process, for instance, the asylum process (see Entman 1993; 

Wodak 2002). The absence of asylum rights and the legal complexities that come with it lead to a 

black-and-white thinking and represent the clear narrative that migration is illegal and migrants are 

therefore not entitled to the right to stay (see ibid.). Once it is normalized that migration is seen as 

illegal, exclusion becomes justified and normal.  
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In terms of nationalism, the AfD strongly emphasizes sovereignty and the borders of the nation, 

since they portray the nation as having the right to exclude illegal “others”. Only lawful members 

belong to the nation, and the borders are an element of national identity. This results in legitimizing 

border control and the exclusion of illegal “others” (see Golder 2016; Wodak 2017). 

 

Dehumanization of migrants 

Building on the delegitimization of migrants is their dehumanization. AfD politicians use 

metaphors like “thousands of such time bombs” (Bundestag 2025, Plenary Protocol 20/211, p. 

27595), “Mediterranean smuggling service” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/236, p. 30661), 

or the population of those imported here” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/185, p. 24072). 

Through these statements, migrants are not seen as individuals but as dangerous and abstract. The 

AfD associates migrants with violence, danger, and unpredictability (see Molla 2023). Describing 

migrants in numbers (thousands of time bombs) or masses (a major city) supports the ideology of 

migrants being a homogeneous out-group (see ibid.). Dehumanizing language is used to deprive 

migrants of humanity and individuality (see Wodak 2002; Entman 1993). Similarly, the 

parliamentary group leader describes that every year, “a major city” immigrates to Germany 

(Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/239, p. 31110). This leads to migrants no longer being 

viewed as people who have rights and deserve protection (see Wodak 2002; Entman 1993).  

Dehumanizing language functions as a strategy of othering and exercising discursive power (see 

Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011; Molla 2024; Molla 2026). By dehumanizing migrants, people are 

denied human rights, protection, and the right to exist (see ibid.). This reflects a far-right ideology 

that constructs migrants as object-like and non-human. Migrants are reduced by the negative other-

representation to threats rather than individuals (see ibid.). Power hierarchies are reinforced where 

Germans are seen as humans and deserving, and migrants are seen as less than human and 

undeserving of any rights (see ibid.). A clear distinction between the civilized and human “us” and 

the dangerous and dehumanized “them” is made. This strengthens the ideology of the out-group 

being inferior and the legitimizing of exclusion and control over that out-group. The out-group is 

not seen as part of the nation; migrants are portrayed as outside of the national community. 

Belonging is tied to having an origin in Germany (see Berezin 2021; Golder 2016). 
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Dehumanization is therefore an extreme form of othering where migrants are not just seen as 

inherently different but as less than human.  

Migrants are not seen as rights-bearing individuals, but as collective problems. This removes moral 

barriers; violence against migrants and exclusion of migrants are seen as more acceptable and 

necessary if migrants are not seen as equally human (see Molla 2023; Molla 2024; Molla 2026).  

 

Migrants as undeserving 

As a step further to criminalizing and dehumanizing migrants, AfD portrays migrants as 

undeserving of protection and asylum. In several of his speeches, the party’s domestic policy 

spokesperson describes migrants as “supposedly in need of protection” who already “passed 

through safe third countries, they are no longer fleeing, if they ever were”, and argues that those 

“truly in need of help” would not come to Germany (Bundestag 2020, Plenary Protocol 19/180, p. 

22624). He further argues that migrants only pretend to be persecuted in their home country to 

enter the EU, because if they were “actually in acute need of protection”, migrants would not flee 

through several “safe transit countries” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/217, p. 27406). 

These statements frame migrants as not entitled to asylum, as entering the country unlawfully, and 

have to be rejected at the European external borders (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/236, p. 

30661; see Molla 2024; Molla 2026).  

AfD politicians reinforce this narrative by labeling migrants as “bogus asylum seekers” (Bundestag 

2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 22138) and “asylum scammer” (Bundestag 2025, Plenary 

Protocol 20/211, p. 27594). Migrants are accused of pretending to flee to come to Germany and 

remain there (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/188, p. 24350). By using emotionally charged 

labels, the claim becomes more salient and memorable (see Entman 1993). An AfD politician 

describes the situation in his speech as follows: “Anyone who has left their country, they are fleeing 

from, is no longer a refugee; they are a traveler.” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/178, p. 

22997) Through these statements, the AfD claims to have the authority and power to define who 

deserves protection (see Wodak 2002). These patterns deny migrants and refugees their protected 
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status and, consequently, their right to protection. This also reinforces the distinction between 

worthy “us” and unworthy “them” (see Molla 2024; Molla 2026). 

These statements reinforce institutional inequality and create a hierarchy of people who have rights 

and people who do not (see Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011; Molla 2024). Structural causes of 

migration, like war or persecution, are completely ignored and not mentioned. By defining and 

denying the deservingness of migrants, the AfD removes the moral and legal obligation to help 

migrants in need. Therefore, exclusion is framed as a rational and necessary solution (see Molla 

2024; Molla 2026).  

 

6.5 Migration as Politically Constructed 

The AfD portrays migration as a politically constructed issue. Accusations of racism against 

Germans are rejected, and migration is framed by AfD politicians as a result of political decisions. 

This framing is used to justify and promote specific policy solutions aimed at restricting migration. 

 

Denial of racism in German society  

The AfD denies that structural “racism and misanthropy are deeply rooted in German society” 

(Bundestag 2020, Plenary Protocol 19/196, p. 24768). By calling these claims “nonsense” (ibid. p. 

24768), the parliamentary secretary dismisses and delegitimizes the experiences of racism and 

discrimination that migrants face in Germany. Structural discrimination is therefore portrayed as 

an exaggerated problem or non-existent, despite the AfD itself contributing to the discrimination 

(see Entman 1993; Wodak 2002; Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011). The AfD is constructing 

Germany as a fair, non-racist country as a positive self-presentation of the in-group of Germans. 

To dismiss racism as nonsense is protecting the in-group's self-image and, at the same time, 

delegitimizing counter-narratives (see Entman 1993; Molla 2023). Inequality is painted as not 

structural but an individual problem. This shifts responsibility away from institutions and the 

majority society in which the party is part of (see Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011).  
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The AfD uses its discursive power to invalidate experiences of racism and defines what counts as 

“real racism”. The parliamentary secretary also claims that if such racism existed, “millions of 

Muslims would flee Germany” and would not come or wish to come to Germany (Bundestag 2021, 

Plenary Protocol 19/204, p. 25725). In this way, the voices of marginalized migrants are silenced 

to maintain existing power relations and inequalities that benefit the AfD. The AfD uses its power 

to redefine the problem from racism to false claims of racism. This simplification makes the 

response of denying the problem seem common sense and logical (see Entman 1993; Thomas-

Olalde and Velho 2011; Molla 2024).  

The denial of racism is used to protect a positive image of German national identity. The party 

portrays the German society as a tolerant, fair, and moral nation and protects national identity from 

critique. Migrants’ experiences are excluded from the national narrative and identity, which 

strengthens the idea that the problem lies with migrants and not with German society (see Wodak 

2017; Berezin 2021; Golder 2016).  

 

Migration as politically induced  

In their speeches, AfD members claim that government policies encourage migration. The 

parliamentary group leader states that “we must not bring these people to Europe,” as this “attracts 

more and more migrants” (Bundestag 2020, Plenary Protocol 19/179, p. 22545). Similarly, the 

spokesperson for domestic policy states that “fairy-tale social benefits and the recognition of 

fantasy refugees are luring masses of illegal migrants from African and Islamic countries into the 

country” (Bundestag 2020, Plenary Protocol 19/180, p. 22624). In these statements, migrants are 

framed as benefit-driven and selfish, only coming to Germany to get benefits from the social 

welfare (see Entman 1993). Policies like the Global Compact for Migration are described as 

measures that “facilitate and force migration by every conceivable means” (Bundestag 2021, 

Plenary Protocol 19/210, p. 26543), while asylum is described as “aggressively forced mass 

migration to Europe and Germany” (Bundestag 2021, Plenary Protocol 19/210, p. 27406).  

AfD politicians use expressions like “forced migration” by the government (Bundestag 2024, 

Plenary Protocol 20/178, p. 22997), “an invitation to illegal migration” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary 
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Protocol 20/184, p. 23859) and “luring illegal migrants into the country” and thereby “depriving 

citizens of their security” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/184, p. 23859). The AfD 

intentionally uses the repetition of these frames to emphasize the link between policies and 

migration and constructs migration as created and not as a natural process (see Entman 1993). The 

government is portrayed as actively producing migration through its policies. The spokesperson 

for domestic policy describes that the situation “is not a loss of control; it is a politically motivated 

refusal to exercise control” (Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/172, p. 22159) and thereby 

emphasizes that the supposed migration crisis is being caused by the government. The AfD shifts 

the responsibility of migration and critique away from structural and global causes towards state 

actors and the government (see Entman 2993; Wodak 2002; Molla 2024).  

Migration is framed as wanted and induced by policies from the government and not as a 

humanitarian issue or natural process. The causes for this are lenient asylum laws and social 

benefits that would make migrants want to come to Germany (see Entman 1993). Tightened 

borders, restricted asylum, and removed incentives for migrants are framed as the solution to the 

problem of migration being induced by policies. The government is framed as betraying national 

interests with the goal of presenting the AfD as the better alternative (see ibid.). The party reinforces 

the idea that the state should prioritize its own people and should not support people from the out-

group (see Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011; Molla 2024). Exclusionary nationalism is supported 

with the purpose of controlling migration to protect the nation. The AfD uses this to spread distrust 

in existing institutions and justifies a radical policy change to control migration and protect the 

nation (see Molla 2026; Golder 2026; Fardan and Thorleifsson 2020).   

 

Proposed policy solutions for migration 

The AfD presents itself as offering solutions for the so-called “migration issue” (Bundestag 2024, 

Plenary Protocol 20/205, p. 26525). In general, one approach is the call for “tightening asylum 

laws” and “border security measures” (Bundestag 2025, Plenary Protocol 20/212, p. 27670). Other 

politicians also claim that Germany would be safer “with secure borders and border protection that 

effectively puts a stop to illegal migration and cross-border crime” (Bundestag 2025, Plenary 
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Protocol 20/212, p. 27657). These statements portray migration as a security problem that requires 

restrictive policies to be solved (see Molla 2024; Molla 2026; Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011). 

As solutions, the AfD calls for increased “deportations” (e.g., Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 

20/185, p. 24073, Bundestag 2024, Plenary Protocol 20/205, p. 26525) and for “payment cards” 

(Bundestag 2025, Plenary Protocol 20/211, p. 24073) to make migration to Germany less attractive. 

These measures reflect the exclusionary and control-oriented ideology and belief system of the 

party (see Van Dijk 2006; Molla 2026). The focus lies on restriction since their belief is that 

migration is undesirable and must be reduced. These suggested solutions are framed as logical and 

effective responses to the problem of migration in Germany (see Entman 1993).  

The AfD portrays itself as a protector of the nation and as having the power to solve the problem it 

created. The AfD uses its power to normalize exclusion and limited rights for migrants as 

acceptable and necessary tools for governance (see Molla 2024; Molla 2026; Thomas-Olalde and 

Velho 2011). Through repetition and highlighting themes like “security”, the message and 

information appear more meaningful and memorable (see Entman 1993). The AfD uses othering 

to increase the divide between the protected “us” and the controlled and restricted “them” (see 

Thomas-Olalde and Velho 2011; Molla 2023). The national community is supposed to be protected 

by these solutions as the policies prioritize the security and welfare of the in-group with its own 

people. These solutions are presented as necessary to maintain social cohesion and national identity. 

These restrictive solutions are portrayed as justified since migration and migrants are previously 

portrayed as a problem that needs solutions (see Molla 2024; Molla 2026; Thomas-Olalde and 

Velho 2011). 

Capdevila and Callaghan (2008) and Kissová (2017) describe in their studies that strategies in 

migration discourse, like the construction of migrants as a threat, positive self-representation, or 

justifications, lead to the legitimization of restrictive and exclusionary policies. The findings show 

that the AfD uses these strategies, among others, to suggest exclusionary and restrictive migration 

policies. 
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7. Conclusion 

In this concluding chapter, the research questions are answered by presenting the key findings of 

this study, and research implications and recommendations for future research are made.  

 

7.1 Key findings 

The aim of this study was to critically examine how the party AfD portrays migration and migrants 

in political discourse in the German federal parliament, focusing on parliamentary debates as an 

example of political discourse. The research answered the following questions: 

1. How does the far-right party Alternative für Deutschland portray and instrumentalize migration 

and migrants for its political agenda? 

2. Which dominant narratives, metaphors, discursive strategies, and frames are used in the 

Alternative für Deutschland’s political discourse about migration and migrants? 

3. How is German national identity constructed in relation to migration and migrants in the 

Alternative für Deutschland’s political discourse? 

Migrants and migration are recurring topics in the speeches delivered by AfD members in the 

federal parliament. In the speeches, migrants are portrayed as one homogenous group with no 

diversity. Migrants are portrayed as a threat to German society, the security of the country, and to 

the nation’s wealth and welfare system.  Migrants are described as inherently different from 

Germans, which results in migrants and their culture being incompatible with German culture. 

Following that, migrants are presented as not integrable and not willing to integrate into German 

society. They are depicted as anti-democratic and, by that, destabilizing the German community 

and system. Migrants are frequently portrayed as abusers of the welfare system and Germany’s 

wealth. Drawing on that, migrants are presented as undeserving of protection and help, and 

therefore, migration and migrants are constructed as illegal. Migrants are presented as an internal 

enemy of the German nation, community, and society.  
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The AfD is instrumentalizing migration and migrants in its speeches for its political agenda. The 

AfD generates fear of migrants and migration within the audience and its voters through its 

portrayal of migrants and migration. The party is using migration as a threat and the fear of migrants 

to justify restrictive and exclusionary policies as a solution for the constructed problem of 

migration, thereby presenting itself as a protector of the German people. By portraying migration 

as wanted and induced by the government and other political parties, the AfD is displaying the 

government and political elites as failing. The AfD instrumentalizes migration and migrants to 

present itself as the only acceptable option for elections since it is the party that will protect 

Germans and their interests.  

The AfD uses metaphors, discursive strategies, and frames in the portrayal of migrants and 

migration. One dominant metaphor used by several AfD members is migration as a natural disaster 

to catastrophize migration and create fear. Dominant frames are migration as a crisis, migration as 

a threat, unrestricted and uncontrolled migration, and deportations as solutions for migration.  To 

make portrayals, frames, and metaphors more memorable, the AfD uses several discursive 

strategies. As part of these strategies, the AfD members repeatedly use “our people”, “us”, and 

similar language in their speeches to emphasize the distinction between “us” and “them”, Germans 

and migrants. The AfD members link migrants to violence, crime, and terrorism and use 

emotionally loaded narratives and stories to emotionalize the topic and create fear. Another strategy 

by the AfD is to create facts and knowledge by using subjective information and treating them like 

objective facts or using selective statistics without contextualization and empirical foundation. 

Lastly, a strategy of the AfD is to delegitimize and dehumanize migrants and migration and portray 

them as destroying the cohesion of the German nation and Germany.  

This study examined how German national identity is constructed in relation to migration by the 

far-right party AfD. The results of this research are that the AfD shows a clear idea of a German 

national identity in its speeches. Part of that idea is that Germans and their culture are opposed to 

migrants and their culture. While migrants are portrayed as anti-democratic, the AfD creates the 

idea that German national identity is based on being tolerant, democratic, and anti-racist. However, 

AfD’s belief system includes Germans being superior to migrants. Germans are constructed as 

hard-working and contributors to the welfare system. The AfD is using an exclusionary nationalism 

to define belonging to the German nation. Being integrated is a condition to be part of the national 
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community. The party constructs this national community based on cultural cohesion and shared 

norms. The AfD states that Germans are the rightful owners of Germany, and migrants and 

migration is threatening the German national identity. 

 

7.2 Research Implications and Future Research 

The findings of this study demonstrate how migrants and migration are portrayed and 

instrumentalized within the AfD’s political discourse, as well as how German national identity is 

constructed in opposition to migrants and migration. Due to the limited scope of this research, the 

study could not examine the broader social and political consequences of these portrayals. Future 

research should therefore investigate how far-right political discourse on migration influences 

migrants’ access to human and social rights and the welfare system.  

As this study focused exclusively on the AfD in the federal parliament, further research is needed 

on other far-right actors and movements in Germany and Europe, particularly given the increasing 

political influence of far-right actors at the national and regional levels. Additionally, future studies 

should examine the development of far-right discourse within the federal states of Germany.  

Since far-right political discourse can shape public attitude and social behavior, it is important to 

investigate how the portrayal of migrants by far-right actors contributes to hostility, discrimination, 

and violence against migrants, including far-right motivated crimes.  

At the time this study was conducted, the AfD was not part of the federal or any regional 

government. These findings suggest that the party’s discourse still influences broader political 

debates within mainstream politics. Future research should therefore investigate how far-right 

discourse affects policy-making processes as well as the migration discourse of people and parties 

in power.  

 

In conclusion it is important to highlight that public and political discourse shape understandings 

of migration and belonging, and therefore, social realities. The way in which migrants are 

represented influence social attitudes towards migrants, political decision making and how 
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marginalized groups are treated within society. This research emphasizes the importance of 

critically examining far-right discourse that affects the lives of migrants. Ultimately, protecting 

democracy and democratic values requires the commitment of a majority in a society to challenge 

discrimination in all forms and ensure that dignity, equality, and human rights belong to everyone. 
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