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Chapter 5
In-Groups andOutrage

How Narratives and Affect Shape Digital Surrogate
Networks and Radicalize Right-Wing Parties

Curd Knüpfer and Ulrike Klinger

Introduction: Surrogate Organizations and Networked
Radicalization

Surrogate organizations are ideologically connected with parties. Examples
include socialmovements, associations, unions, or hyperpartisannews orga-
nizations (Hacker and Pierson 2020, 23). But in the age of digital connectiv-
ity governed by a new “logic of connective action” (Bennett and Segerberg
2012), they can also consist of online groups, loosely connected peripheral
networks of ideologically like-minded communities, influencers, or online
activists that push and amplify party messages. Digital media provide the
affordances for such surrogate networks to take on quasi-organizational
functions, with little to no need for brick-and-mortar headquarters or for-
malized membership (Bennett and Segerberg 2012). Our argument here is
that such novel organization types can be based on communicative acts of
connectivity, often facilitated by social media platforms and other digital
technologies. They are flexible and fluid, spanning networks across national
borders and social strata, and they can mobilize support around hashtags,
memes, and other expressions of affective responses to specific events. In
this volume, Bennett and Livingston apply this framework to explain demo-
cratic backsliding. In our chapter, we apply the connective action model to
far-right political dynamics in Germany. In doing so, we help distinguish
what might be more common to the United States and what might emerge
elsewhere, despite legal, regulatory, and cultural differences. As a result, we
can come to understand not only the German case, but the American case
in a comparativist light.

Curd Knüpfer and Ulrike Klinger, In-Groups and Outrage. In: Connective Action and the Rise of the Far-Right.
Edited by: Steven Livingston and Michael Miller, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press (2025).
DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780197794937.003.0005
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IN-GROUPS AND OUTRAGE 123

When political parties tap into digital networks, they do so to harness
mobilization efforts, distill agenda items, or refine political narratives. This
is how communicative networks essentially take on the role of surrogate
organizations: they provide parties with a link to the attention capacities
of potential supporters, and they enable mobilization efforts around hot-
button issues that resonate across social cleavages. Moreover, surrogate
organizations are not bound by party and electoral laws and regulations,
as parties in most countries are, and they can be more radically oriented
toward mobilizing specific supporters and resources. In short, harnessing
such potentials and collaborating without having formal links and associ-
ations makes sense for established as well as emergent parties across the
political spectrum.

In the case of right-wing populist parties, one benefit of such digital
networks is to address what Daniel Ziblatt (2017) has called the conserva-
tive dilemma: the less these parties offer voters concrete social or welfare
policies—addressing material conflicts in increasingly unequal societies—
the more they must appeal to an electorate across class lines to gain
majorities. But doing so comes at a price: while surrogate organizations
may initially facilitate inclusion into a communicative network through
shared affect and identity affirming narratives, they also potentially lock
actors and institutions into the dynamics of cross-cutting cleavage issues
from which it becomes difficult to deviate. Correspondingly, harnessing
affect to mobilize followers and tying a party to surrogate organizations
bears the danger of ideological lock-in and uncontrollable radicalization.
We illustrate what this might look like by providing a specific case study,
focused on Germany and the increasingly radicalized party Alternative für
Deutschland (AfD).

We believe the argument we derive from this case could provide explana-
tory power in other contexts as well. While a cross-national comparison
would exceed the limits of our chapter, we believe that a focus on other party
systems might prove useful for case studies marked by similar dynamics.
Examples might include the Vox party in Spain or the gradual transfor-
mation and rise of the Sweden Democrats over the past decade. In the
US, the ongoing radicalization-spiral of the Republican Party (described by
several other contributors to this volume) would certainly warrant further
scrutiny in terms of the argument presented here. The contextual conditions
provided by constitutional frameworks, historical trajectories, political con-
stellations,media systems, and socioeconomic factors all differ greatly across
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124 CONNECTIVE ACTION AND THE RISE OF THE FAR RIGHT

these cases. Yet beyond the process of political radicalization, one other key
commonality shared by all of them is the emergence of novel affordances
for communicative relations by which they attempt to grow their base and
mobilize supporters.

In essence, we present an argument concerning the role of digital plat-
forms in the sort of democratic backsliding dynamics described by Daniel
Ziblatt (2017)—a connective action framework, in other words, for describ-
ing the emergence of illiberal politics. We hope to fill in some of the gaps
left by political scientists who have often neglected to account for the role
of social media platforms and connective action in the rise of far-right
extremism and the radicalization of erstwhile conventionally conserva-
tive political parties. At the same time, we hope to deepen the theoretical
framing of communication scholars who sometimes fixate on democratic
backsliding as solely a “media problem.” How do these parties become
radicalized and drawn into illiberal far-right politics? We hope to provide
some of the answers to that question by highlighting the role of commu-
nicative networks emerging around narratives, which foster in-groups, and
affect, which harnesses outrage for political purposes. We understand the
communicative networks that are shaped by these dynamics as a formof dig-
ital surrogacy, which ultimately pulls political parties toward more radical
positions.

The AfD as a Case Study of Radicalization

The still very young history of the Alternative für Deutschland is one of
unexpected electoral success at unprecedented speed. In less than 10 years
since its foundation, the party was able to establish itself as a fixture in
Germany’s political landscape on federal, state, and local levels. During
this time, the party also underwent a transformation that saw its populist
center-right platform morph into increasingly extreme, illiberal, and anti-
democratic positions. These factors make it a case study in contemporary
party radicalization processes while illustrating what has been referred to
here as the conservative dilemma: a dynamic by which center-right political
forces prime elections with nonmaterial issues (such as immigration or eth-
nic identity) that cut across class cleavages. In doing so, they align themselves
with surrogate organizations and networks, many of which are ideologically
positioned on the far right.
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IN-GROUPS AND OUTRAGE 125

This development is certainly still ongoing. Yet due to its impact and nov-
elty factor, the emergence and institutionalization ofGermany’s new far right
and radical right has spawned a burgeoning academic literature, drawing on
a wide variety of methodological approaches and data sources. Collectively,
this has illustrated the party’s transformation in terms of agendas and pol-
icy fields (Berg 2019; Sturm 2020; Wacker and Kieslich 2021; Ruhose 2021)
along with its supporter networks and appeal to a specific demographic,
which tends to be older, more male and affluent than the general popu-
lation, while harboring xenophobic and illiberal sentiments (Schuler et al.
2020) as well as a fear of economic and social decline (Koller andMiglbauer
2019; Decker and Brähler 2020). Recent scholarship has also provided for
a wide array of methodological approaches outlining and analyzing the
party’s communication strategies across various platforms and media for-
mats (Haller 2020; Darius and Stephany 2019; Becker 2021; Rochnia et al.
2021; Maurer et al. 2022), which have collectively demonstrated the party’s
propensity to build and maintain highly engaged communicative networks
using affordances provided by social media and alternative news sites.

Meanwhile, there is a broad consensus in the existing literature that the
party’s rapid rise was also accompanied by a continuous progression toward
political radicalization (Heinze and Weisskircher 2021; Cohen 2021, 298;
Heinze 2020, 137; Schuler et al. 2020). These observations often point to
distinct phases, changes in leadership, and key events marking this develop-
ment (cf. Arzheimer and Berning 2019; Özvatan and Forchtner 2019, 214;
Decker and Brähler 2020, 150–151):

1. The initial phase, beginning in 2013, is generally seen as one marked
by Euro-skepticism and (neo)liberal economic policy demands.

2. Between 2015 and 2017, under new leadership, the party pivoted
toward an anti-immigration agenda, as it consolidated its electoral
success in federal as well as state elections.

3. Since then, the party has been rocked by a series of intraparty conflicts,
each of which appears to have ultimately beenwon by themore radical
factions (most recently on display at the party convention in June 2022,
when the extreme right within the party forced the “moderates” out of
all levels of party leadership), pushing the party’s platform ever farther
toward ethnonationalism and illiberal, anti-democratic sentiment and
culminating in currently being under surveillance by German state
authorities for its political extremism.
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126 CONNECTIVE ACTION AND THE RISE OF THE FAR RIGHT

What the existing literature ismore ambiguous about, is the question of what
may have caused these shifts. Arzheimer and Berning (2019) conclude that
the AfD’s transformation into a radical right party was fueled by an elec-
toral demand for anti-immigration policies, implying a certain demand-side
pull. Meanwhile, many of the empirical analyses of campaign materials or
manifestos mentioned above, point to deliberately chosen communication
strategies on the supply side. Yet so far, scholarship has not provided much
on the basis of theoretical approaches that might outline some of the root
causes for this observed process of radicalization.

Here, we believe that the conservative dilemma and digital surrogacy
framework can provide more conclusive answers: in applying it, we might
characterize the phases outlined above as first seeking to promote a (fairly
unpopular) neoliberal economic agenda, followed by increasing appeals to
“cross-cutting cleavage issues” around the topic of immigration to mobilize
popular support. This also entailed tapping into the affordances of alterna-
tive media spheres and enlisting (digital) surrogate organizations. Tapping
into these networks ultimately also meant that the party surrendered auton-
omy to more extreme actor types, which led to the increasing radicalization
of its platform and leadership.

What Bennett and Livingston refer to as the institutional and connective
action paradigms in this book’s opening chapter, provides useful vantage
points from which to analyze this ongoing development. Both perspectives
provide important pieces of the puzzle and are equally important to con-
sider. It is not a question of one or the other, but of how to incorporate both
perspectives and the sets of factors they provide into a unitary analysis: to
understand the AfD’s radicalization, we need to first understand not only the
party as an institution but as an integral part of a larger network, facilitated
by digital media, along with the communicative and connective relations
that this implies. Adding to this framework, we offer two core observations:

1) The more parties come to rely on communicative ties as part of their
organizational structure, the more these ties will come to shape the
parties’ political positions.

2) Tapping into communicative networks connected viaManichean nar-
ratives and intense affective responses can lead parties to cater to
narrower in-groups and radicalized positions.

We explore both of these dynamics in more detail below.
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IN-GROUPS AND OUTRAGE 127

The AfD’s Digital Surrogate Organizations

While intraorganizational interests should not be dismissed, it seems dif-
ficult to explain the rapid radicalization process of the AfD, without also
taking its surrogate organizations and its dependence on digital platforms
into account. In fact, one cannot disentangle the young history of the party
from simultaneously occurring dynamics such as localized anti-immigrant
mobilization via Facebook groups (Stier et al. 2017) or the proliferation
of right-wing alternative new sites stylizing themselves as an alternative to
mainstream or public service media formats (Heft et al. 2019; Rone 2021;
Weisskircher 2020; Haller 2020, 167–169). The party is populist in the sense
that it has relied heavily on catering to anti-establishment sentiments and
harnessing an us-versus-themnarrative, aimed at cutting across social cleav-
ages and already circulating among its potential electorate (Breeze 2019;
Haller 2020). To do so, it continuously gauges what topics and frames might
resonate at a given moment. This, of course, leads to a certain degree of
political opportunism, driving the party’s agenda into whichever direction
presently catering to the social anxieties it relies upon.

To understand the AfD’s rapid rise as well as its radicalization, we might
view it as a central node within a broader communicative network. As
Weisskircher (2020, 488) points out, the quasi-institutional, digital surro-
gate organizations alluded to above, are not to be seen as a detached and
isolated online sphere. Connective relations also exist in terms of interper-
sonal relationships and organizational capacities. Yet more than any other
contemporary German party, most of which have a decades-spanning insti-
tutional genealogy, the AfD relies on novel forms of communication and
digital media venues. Observers note that practically all party subchapters
and elected officials actively engage on social media and across various plat-
forms (Becker 2021, 156). On many of these platforms, the AfD maintains
the largest and most engaged follower base compared to other German par-
ties (Serrano et al. 2019) and has played a key role in facilitating and fanning
online debates that have run outside of the scope of mainstream media
discourse (Klinger et al. 2022).

Another key difference to other parties is that it has been more inclu-
sive in terms of what types of surrogate organizations it has been willing
to embrace. Elshehawy et al. (2021, 2) note, for example, how “Kremlin-
sponsored media provided what AfD operatives may have found useful—a
news forum publishing appropriately slanted migrant stories, to refer to in
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128 CONNECTIVE ACTION AND THE RISE OF THE FAR RIGHT

political discussions.” More directly, the AfD has actively supported and
boosted the profile of self-stylized alternative media, many of which only
exist as blog-style websites or socialmedia channels of individual influencers
or political pundits, by organizingmedia conferences and inviting them into
the German Bundestag (Weisskircher 2020, 479).

Besides hyperpartisan media, the party’s network of surrogate organi-
zations includes a variety of youth groups and fraternities, publishing
houses, and foundations that function as a repository for ideas developed
in direct opposition to a perceived mainstream and that would be unlikely
to get traction in any other established party. This has included climate
denialist (aka “skeptic”) think tanks (Götze 2019; Kauhausen and Passe-
ick 2021), conspiracy-driven anti–COVID-regulation protest movements
(Ruhose 2021: 480), and neo-Nazi organizations (Berg 2019: 79). Impor-
tantly, the makeup of many of these surrogates often also seem highly
dependent on novel affordances offered via modes of digital connectiv-
ity. A salient example is the neo-fascist Identitarian Movement, which as
far as current research has been able to surmise, does not actually appear
to be a broad social movement but rather an assemblage of highly tech-
savvy media influencers (Virchow 2015). Analysis of political messaging
via Twitter has demonstrated how the group’s messaging often overlaps
and converges with that employed by the AfD in their public communi-
cation (Ahmed and Pisoiu 2021, 251). In another prominent example, the
party adopted—practically verbatim—a campaign initially launched via the
Identitarian Movement’s web presence, based on disinformation about the
UN Global Compact on Migration. Top- and mid-level party accounts
not only used much of the same rhetoric and tactics, such as promoting
online petitions but also built a bridge to other, larger networks (Klinger
et al. 2022).

Importantly, a core element of the joint communication is the propen-
sity to define itself in active opposition to a perceived mainstream, while at
the same time continuously seeking the attention of and entry into estab-
lished deliberative arenas. Part of this communication strategy has been to
actively instrumentalize “German news media by making deliberate provo-
cations that journalists not only covered but also scandalized,” as Maurer
et al.’s (2022: 15) analysis of party messaging within the context of the larger
media environment finds.Other scholarship has referred to digitally enabled
strategies such as “hashjacking,” whereby party accounts have tied their own
agenda to prominent discussions on social media (Darius and Stephany
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IN-GROUPS AND OUTRAGE 129

2019, 3). Ultimately, such forms of communicative action seek the normal-
ization and mainstreaming of the AfD’s preferred talking points—that is,
radical right positions.

While the party has typically been careful to not coordinate too directly
with extremist organizations or fringe movements, it has effectively facili-
tated a process of “informational laundering” (Becker 2021, 156) by adopt-
ing key agenda items and amplifying these via their own political platformor
communication formats. In somemeasure, the process looks similar to what
Starbird describes elsewhere in this volume in her tracking of the interaction
between top-down and bottom-up personal action frames concerning the
2020 US presidential election. Key to this connective strategy has been the
various actors’ modes of mobilization as part of a networked public. This is
aided via the affordances of socialmedia that “help activate and sustain latent
ties” (Papacharissi 2016, 310). In other words, direct institutional coordi-
nation may not be necessary, where a network of communicative relations
makes the activities of each organization highly visible to the other.

Even more nebulous and difficult to define are assemblages of highly
active social media accounts, many of which operate without clearly iden-
tifying as actually existing persons or institutions. We can collectively think
of these “superspreaders” (Klinger et al. 2022) or “superusers” (Hindman
et al. 2022), as technology-enabled communication networks running on
the logic of connective action (Bennett and Segerberg 2012). In this capac-
ity, they essentially function as digital surrogate organizations, active across
various social media platforms where they are extremely prolific in ampli-
fying the party’s messages and connecting various nodes of the AfD’s digital
networks. Such activities go hand in hand with other modes of political
mobilization, such as digital petitionswhich can be rapidly circulated among
an online follower network, and which have traditionally been linked more
to progressive forms of social protest (Rone 2021, 2).

Beyond this, Heinze and Weisskircher (2021, 263) find that in terms of
organizational structures and collective decision-making practices, the party
has relied on “‘movement-party’ strategy, collective leadership, and internal
democracy—concepts that are usually associated with Green and left-wing
parties.” They further note that the party’s transformation was accompa-
nied by a rapid succession of actors in the top positions, which has (so far)
failed to produce what they term the typical features of other radical right
parties, namely “‘charismatic’ leadership and the centralization of power”
(2021, 263). Rather than being guided by clear top-down directives, the
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130 CONNECTIVE ACTION AND THE RISE OF THE FAR RIGHT

party appears to have relied on practices akin to “analytic activism” (Karpf
2016), by which hybrid organizations utilize digital toolkits and heuristics
(Schäfer 2021) to monitor and listen to their supporters, as well as provide
them with input and informational infrastructures.

This orientation toward movement-party strategies and network growth
took place at a time of imminent political success while entering all state
parliaments and the Bundestag. Because of this rapid growth and success,
stabilizing institutional hierarchies and shifting toward a formal member-
ship base may not have been a priority: as of 2022, the AfD has by far
the largest support base on social media compared to all other parties, but
only very few formal, due-paying members. In numbers, while 554.000 peo-
ple follow the party on Facebook (about twice as many as the conservative
CDU), the AfD has under 30.000 registered members (CDU: 384.000).

Besides the elements by which the party actively ties in surrogate orga-
nizations and its base, the AfD has also retained features of what might
be termed a “connective party,” characterized by the “attempt to develop
horizontal models potentially offer a response to voter demand for greater
engagement at the electoral interface” (Bennett et al. 2018, 1670). Arguably,
emphasizing horizontal modes of deliberation or fostering inclusive net-
works via active de-centralization efforts appear to be means rather than
ends, and the party certainly retains a formalized structure and hierarchy,
as is more typical of far-right political preferences and modes of organi-
zation. Nevertheless, around core issues, the AfD’s leadership and its main
institutional bodies donot control agenda-setting or framing processes inde-
pendently. Instead, they draw on—and feed back into—a broader network of
surrogate organizations, in which alternative right-wingmedia, online com-
munities, political organizations, and ideological foundations collectively
tap intomore dispersed public sentiments, utilizing the affordances of digital
media.

The advantage of these forms of connectivity, facilitated by digital tech-
nologies, has previously been described as permitting “people to express
interest in or allegiance to issues without having to enter into complex nego-
tiation of personal versus collective politics” (Papacharissi 2016, 314). This,
in turn, raises the question of how sustainable such forms of organizations
can prove to be over time. How can parties that drawmomentum from such
forms of connectivity meet the challenge of sharing “authority between the
membership and the executive party leadership in a stable manner” (Ben-
nett et al. 2018, 1671)—especially when this leadership is itself continuously
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IN-GROUPS AND OUTRAGE 131

destabilized? And by what mechanisms do such communicative relations
unfold a logic of their own? We will provide two possible pathways into this
line of thinking in the following sections, wherein we turn to the inclusive
dynamic of tapping into unifying narratives and the mobilizing potential of
affect. While both factors offer organizational advantages in terms of quickly
buildingmomentum, they ultimately also limit the capacities of institutional
agency. We will exemplify what we mean by this below.

Narrative Networks as Cross-Cutting Issues: From In-Groups
to Out-Groups

In a networked public, various forms of communication govern actors’ and
organizations’ relationships with one another. In addition to the physical
infrastructures and technological affordances necessary to maintain ideo-
logical networks, discursive infrastructures provide a framework in which
communication occurs. A coherent and mutually shared narrative estab-
lishes and maintains a discursive network’s architecture. Narratives shape
a collective sense of meaning; wherein mediated information represents
“a causal or associative ‘chain’ of real or fictional events . . . between
which connections are made and which has a recognizable pattern” (Chan-
dler and Munday 2011, 288). In the context of political communication,
narratives create ties between political actors and their audiences. Here,
“elite-produced stories simultaneously reflect and forge a political common
sense” (Polletta and Callahan 2017, 392), while modes of dissemination and
the practice of sharing stories serve “as a way of building collective identity”
(2017, 392). Narratives might therefore provide a larger framework in which
cross-cutting issues and surrogate organizations enable the mobilization of
publics across class lines based on nonmaterial identity cues. What would
this look like in the context we are describing here?

We argue that a key narrative framework on the contemporary (far-)right
can be broken down into three consecutive dimensions:

1.) A global hegemony of progressive or leftist forces exists; and is
2.) actively involved in suppressing, excluding, and vilifying conserva-

tive¹ ideas or actors; . . .

¹ The term “conservative” is used here, as this is typically the self-ascribed ideologicalmarker used
by far- and radical right actors.
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132 CONNECTIVE ACTION AND THE RISE OF THE FAR RIGHT

3.) who are facing an existential threat to their personhood and way of
life, legitimizing forms of active resistance against these perceived
dynamics.

Crucially, this Manichean, us-versus-them narrative depends on the con-
struct of a core in-group that defines itself primarily ex-negativo and in
opposition to a perceived “Other.” As such, it is continuously sustained and
reinforced by cultivating a shared heuristic that exemplifies how these forces
might operate. (Elsewhere in this volume, Parker and Blum, along with
Bahador andKerchner, exploreOthering in greater depth.) Employing these
heuristics entails naming and interpreting novel events by placing them
within a causal framework. In other words, novel observations are commu-
nicated as part of a previously established and ongoing narrative structure,
which spawns shared meaning-making, a sense of community (often in
opposition to a perceived enemy Other), and thus further strengthens
communicative bonds and future connectivity.

The far-right narrative thereby also generates the framework by which
a focus on issues like immigration can cut across social cleavages. Such
communicative processes may unfold productive power along the first
dimension referred to above, in crafting qualifiers like “liberal” or “left-
ist” media, “woke” activists, “urban elites” or “globalists” that might be
used to reductively describe entire arrays of various actors and institu-
tions. Along the second dimension, concepts like “political correctness”
or “cancel culture” function as signifiers pointing to a pervasive power of
opposing forces, which are understood as structuring the order of social
discourse and excluding or suppressing conservative viewpoints. Lastly, the
third dimension would produce threat scenarios like those associated with
a “new world order,” “replacement,” “Überfremdung” (foreign infiltration),
or “Umvolkung” (repopulation) to communicate shared anxieties about
changes in demographic or economic configurations and linking these to a
perceived tyrannical administrative agenda that is actively pushing for such
outcomes.

From Digital Connectivity to Radicalization

The existence of such narratives is far from new. Nor is it a recent phe-
nomenon that right-wing or conservative forces rally around constant
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IN-GROUPS AND OUTRAGE 133

reaffirmations of a multifaceted threat of progressive forces. What is new,
however, is the speed and scope at which the process of collective meaning-
making might disseminate across communicative networks. Digital affor-
dances have provided new modes of connectivity between elite actors and
their respective audiences. They have also enhanced the ability of said audi-
ences to recirculate and share narrative content as a marker of collective
identity. Starbird, elsewhere in this volume, illustrates this dynamic with her
analysis of “Sharpiegate.” Another recent example is provided by Jambrina-
Canseco (2023), who employs spatial econometrics to demonstrate how
narratives circulating via local news and social media might explain support
for the far-right Vox party in Spain.

As Polletta and Callahan have argued, the political effects of right-
wing narratives “have been sharpened by two significant changes in the
media landscape: the rise of right-wing media outlets and the profusion
of user-shared digital news” (2017, 392). These increase the ability of
entire networks to communicate a shared perception in response to novel
events. Easily accessible narratives help broaden the reach of such forms
of connectivity. Such findings illustrate how enticing such communica-
tive dynamics might be for newly emerging political actors such as Vox
or the AfD, seeking to broaden their reach while side-stepping discursive
spaces already dominated by more established institutions and political
competitors.

Narratives that draw initially disparate actor groups into communicative
networks can thereby also come to function as the smallest commondenom-
inator. Themore online communities and disparate actor types converge via
theManichean narrative described above, wherein they function as the cor-
rective to an ideologically opposed Other, the larger the incentive not to be
seen or portrayed as being part of said other side. More voices in a larger
tent also mean that there are more eyes on key network nodes and leader-
ship positions. Over time, this clearly limits the capacity to generate new
frames and the spectrum for political stances. The role played by alternative
media as an integral part of identity-based digital surrogates can be seen as
an example of this. As Benkler’s work on the news ecologies in the US has
demonstrated, right-wing alternative media tend to “police each other for
ideological purity, not factual accuracy” (Benkler 2020, 48). In an ideologi-
cal environment primarily guided by the ordering force of an us-versus-them
dynamic, the ultimate site of deviance is to be constructed as part of the
oppositional Other. Being ostracized means being relegated back into the
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134 CONNECTIVE ACTION AND THE RISE OF THE FAR RIGHT

realm of the mainstream and to be marked as part of hegemonic power
structures, rather than the side of the alternative. Simply put, tapping into
the us-versus-them narrative also entails a certain commitment to remain
on the “right” side.

The AfD’s Main Narratives as Cross-Cutting Cleavage Issues

At first glance, the rapid transition of the AfD from a neoliberally oriented,
center-right populist platform to a nationalist radical right one might seem
somewhat contradictory. Yet the narrative devices laid in place in the early
phase, in many ways foreshadowed what was to come: The party’s early
opposition to EU responses to the financial crisis drew centrally on the idea
of a specifically German Volk—a core in-group whose values were under
threat by an external set of elite institutions. At the same time, the party
presented itself as the only alternative to the hegemonic consensus of main-
stream media and established parties. With this, the devices of the core
narrative are laid in place. At first, the productive work these devices pro-
vide is marked by the inclusion of all those voices and perspectives feeling
alienated from a perceived mainstream and who are in search of an alterna-
tive political platform or perspective. Crucially, the party’s populist impetus
of rhetorically pitting elites versus the will of the true people (Kranert 2019;
Donovan 2020) already provides “a discursive, if not a logical, justification
for taking positions that are (potentially) racist or at least, non-PC” (Breeze
2019, 101). This, in other words, helps the AfD shape cross-cutting issues
among surrogates and supporters likely to see themselves as part of the
(nonelite) in-group.

Consequently, the second phase,marked by a shift toward anti-immigrant
sentiment, presents a first narrowing of the narrative scope and its ability to
provide the basis for an inclusive in-group. Key to this communication strat-
egy was the depiction of (mainly Muslim) immigrants and Syrian refugees
as an external threat, which serves as “a projection to legitimize the AfD’s
self-image as a ‘we’ group of rebel heroes” (Doerr 2021, 12), and coura-
geous truth-tellers. In the overall narrative structure, the very act of publicly
assuming these positions goes against the will of the perceived mainstream
hegemony and thus constitutes an act of self-assertion and defiance in its
refusal to be silenced.

At the same time, however, the out-group has now expanded to not
only include a corrupt elite, but also immigrants as the constructed Other.
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As Özvatan and Forchtner (2019) point out, this represents a coherent pro-
gression in the AfD’s narrative, wherein “the ‘evil’ opponent is not simply
the African orMuslim non-white immigrant, but, in ‘good’ populist fashion,
the political establishment, which is responsible for allowing ethnocultural
pollution to happen” (2019, 218). This does not constitute a break from pre-
vious narrative structures, but rather a narrower continuation, which at the
same time expands the definition of the Othered out-group and positions
establishment institutions such as other political parties “on the side of the
perpetrators” (Berg 2019, 85).

Building on this type of messaging, the next phase of the AfD’s radical-
ization process thereby increasingly shifted its focus from the externalized
Other and onto an ethno-nationalist notion of a German people (Volk) in
danger of being replaced, affectively mobilizing potential voters from all
social strata. This too, draws centrally on narrative devices previously laid
in place, such as those popularized in 2010 by a best-selling book by a
former social-democratic (i.e., cross-cutting) politician under the title of
“Germany Is Doing Away with Itself ” (cf. Kranert 2019, 272). Here, the pop-
ulist concept of the “the people” (das Volk) morphs into the threat scenario
of ethno-cultural replacement (Özvatan and Forchtner 2019, 201). In doing
so, the AfD’s messaging latches onto previously mainstreamed narratives
long espoused by far-right and radical right extremist groups, which “create
an apparently logical and consistent (conspiratorial) story of how the left
is set to ‘destroy’ Germany through migration” (Ahmed and Pisoiu 2021,
249–250).

Transitioning from a rigid focus on migration, the party has since also
adopted similar contrarian stances when it comes to climate policy and styl-
izes itself as the key antagonist to the German Green party (Knüpfer and
Hoffmann 2024). Götze (2019) points out how similar the party’s stances
on climate change are to those on migration, wherein the potential political
response to both issue fields is seen as the actual threat, capable of upend-
ing an existing economic and cultural order and ushering in a decline in
the social status of its constituents (Götze 2019, 101). Along similar lines,
Berg finds that the party’s positions on women’s rights and gender poli-
tics “consists largely of anti-gender politics” and this, in turn, is defined “in
opposition to an imagined gender ideology” (2019, 82). The party’s pub-
lic position on public health policy during the COVID-19 pandemic has
shown similar markings, pitting the imagined interest of a corrupt scientific
and political elite against those of the “true” people (Wacker and Kieslich
2021, 5).
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Here too the core narrative is evoked in order to make sense of complex
developments and communicate a position linking the party to surrogate
organizations that already mobilize supporters who share this perception.
This way the AfD profits from hot-button controversies and successfully
claimed ownership of issues around identity, immigration, and crime that
cut across class cleavages, deflecting from the fact that the party had little
to promise or deliver on the part of actual solutions to the larger socioe-
conomic disparities. Yet to maintain these cross-cutting communicative
connection points, the party increasingly becomes locked into the us-versus-
them dynamics that initially fostered these ties. The continued need to
foster an anti-hegemonic narrative comes at the cost of adopting increas-
ingly radical positions outside the scope ofmainstream debate.While digital
connectivity initially provides the means to form such connections, it now
also becomes the tool by which the party is monitored by a growing roster
of surrogates seeking to maintain closed ranks.

Affective Publics as Digital Surrogates: From Input to Outrage

While the previous section looked at forms of messaging via narratives that
resonate within the party and its surrogate organizations, we now turn our
attention to forms of organizational analysis and mobilization of supporter
networks. This constitutes a second dynamic by which parties might seek
to broaden their reach. It describes how digital networks of communicative
affect can be seen as surrogate organizations. Facilitated via the affor-
dances of digital communication, these connective ties require a continuous
stoking of communal affective responses, lest they become invisible and
disappear.

By affect wemean “the subjective or evaluative dimension in human expe-
rience,” and hence the processes of meaning-making that might be “aroused
in audiences” (Chandler and Munday 2011, 8). We are thereby referring to
the concept not in the individual and psychological sense, but in its commu-
nicative and mediated capacities, by which it gives rise to mutually shared
experiences and hence, in its potential to elicit forms of (mass) mobiliza-
tion. Zizi Papacharissi’s concept of “affective publics” (2016) is grounded
in this understanding. It too is closely tied to the dynamics of “connective
action” (Bennett and Segerberg 2012), which gives rise to networks that “are
mobilized and connected, identified, and potentially disconnected through
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expressions of sentiment” (Papacharissi 2016, 311). Social media facilitate
the connective relations that function both as a canvas for expression as well
as a lens through which audiences may monitor and gauge the reactions of
others.

While social movements and election campaigns have always included
emotional appeals (e.g., Derks et al. 2008; Russmann 2018), the increas-
ing importance and immediacy of social media, user-generated content,
mobilization through personal networks, and algorithmic curation fur-
ther catalyze this development. In the wake of the 2016 US election
and the increasing visibility of far-right movements, both online and
offline, recent scholarship has argued that the dynamics by which affec-
tive communities spawn political mobilization appear to be especially
pronounced on the radical right (Karpf 2017; Boler and Davis 2018).
The concept has therefore also described emergent forms of digital net-
works in their propensity to actively “deploy public emotions like out-
rage, disgust, and fury to build solidarity based on xenophobic exclusion’
(Lünenborg 2020, 31)—thus essentially taking on the function of digital
surrogates.

From Digital Listening to Radicalization

Studies have shown that political actors monitor the success of their social
media messages—they adopt communication strategies that increase user
engagement, especially emotional messages, photos, writing in the first per-
son, and addressing users directly (Jost 2022). Recent empirical studies
of far-right digital networks point to this potential, in terms of the speed
and reach with which collective reactions to events might be disseminated
among them and the cross-cutting potential this holds for mobilizing com-
munities that might otherwise be spatially far removed from one another.
Adlung et al. (2021, 21) focus on affective publics that form in the context
of gender politics and demonstrate how far-right extremists may “exploit
network structures and their logics deliberately to absorb women’s rights
into anti-migration propaganda and thereby enlist more followers to their
cause.” Knüpfer et al. (2020) show how this online campaign instanta-
neously carried across borders and into other national contexts, where
key nodes in far-right networks were employed to undermine the Me Too
movement.
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For political organizations seeking to utilize social media to find, moni-
tor, and listen (Karpf 2016 and elsewhere in this volume) to their respective
audience, the sudden visibility of such affective communicative relations
provides the ability to essentially “ping” entire networks of potential sup-
porters that share a specific reaction to key events. Yet the core challenge
for political actors seeking to harness their potential for mobilization lies
in being able to discern between sustainable and more ephemeral forms of
affective connectivity.

Analytically monitoring affective networks increases the risk of mis- or
overinterpreting particularly loud and visible reactions. This entails that an
affective public’s visibility might be driven by most vocal and digitally visi-
ble actors within the network (Schäfer 2021). In digital spaces, this often also
means that these highly engaged voices are those of actor nodeswith extreme
views and particularly zealous immediate followers. Catering to these actors
might prove to be highly effective in boosting the visibility of particular
narratives or issues. At the same time, this can be highly off-putting for
less-engaged actors andmoremoderate spectators. Second, the type of infor-
mation that these forms of connective communication are conducive of, also
appears to be somewhat limited: as Corbu and Negrea Busuioc (2020, 191)
note, “the magnetism of affective content makes people more receptive to
false content, which they accept uncritically.” Thismay lead to a convergence
of “populist communication and various types of fake news that use sensa-
tional features are subject to viralization and emotional persuasive appeals”
(Corbu and Negrea Busuioc 2020, 190).

Over time, relying on these forms of highly attention-grabbing connectiv-
ity and the fast connective relations they invoke, will therefore likely come
at the cost of increasingly alienating other communities and will dissem-
inate informational content that is highly emotionally engaging—but not
necessarily true or politically productive. At the same time, the more effec-
tive such tactics prove in generating audiences andmobilizing communities,
the more they are likely to create incentives to stoke further cross-cutting
affective reactions for political gain, creating a potential spiraling effect.
Maintaining affective publics in order to harness their propensity to fulfill
surrogate functions requires a constant stream of issues likely to generate
affective responses. Over time, this has tied the AfD to a political plat-
form of cultivating outrage rather than pragmatic solutions or coalition-
building.
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The AfD’s Outrage-Based Affective Surrogates

TheAfDhas clearly benefited fromalgorithmic systems optimized for strate-
gically stoking outrage around core cleavage issues in exchange formore user
engagement in their in-group, activating support networks and surrogates.
Yet these dynamics are not driven, but merely amplified by digital affor-
dances: in characterizing the AfD’s electoral base, survey-based research has
shown that it is primarily a felt sense of deprivation and cultural threat, along
with emotions of ethnocentrism and distrust against the establishment that
mobilizes them to vote for the far-right populist party (Pickel 2019, 145;
Decker and Brähler 2020). While early explanations for the rising popular-
ity of the AfD often centered on economic disparities, research has since
indicated that it is not so much the actual social or economic status of this
demographic that might justify their relative sense of decline, but rather it
is the perception thereof along with the feelings of anger and resentment this
evokes. Put differently, the AfD’s relationship with its electorate is primarily
driven by forms of “mobilizing emotions in a ‘politics of passion’” (Ahmed
and Pisoiu 2021, 250).

Heinze and Weisskircher (2021, 267) point to the AfD candidates’
propensity to actively seek out particularly vocal protest groups that might
mobilize against such disparate topics as the construction of wind turbines
or COVID-19 policies, while their crusade against a renaturalization of wolf
populations in rural areas is another illustrative case (Clemm von Hohen-
berg and Hager 2022). Such alliances between protest movements and the
party are rhetorically accompanied by the narrative devices laid out above,
wherein, as Breeze (2019, 101) writes, “the projected double threat—from
‘above’ and from ‘outside’—is calculated to trigger powerful reactions, in par-
ticular, resentment and rage.” Core tropes of the AfD’s messaging therefore
emerge around reactions to key events, oftentimes involving violent crimes
by (ostensibly) foreign perpetrators.

Yet beyond these factors that might generally tie voters or movements
to a particular party, the AfD’s rise also coincided with a rapid transfor-
mation of the digital network infrastructures provided via social media. As
we have noted above, the party came to quickly rely on these affordances,
and much more so than other parties. At the same time, platforms like
Facebook, where the party has been especially active in connecting its mem-
bership to affect-driven protest movements (Stier et al. 2017), made it much

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/60493/chapter/522480126 by U

niversiteit van Am
sterdam

 user on 04 February 2026



140 CONNECTIVE ACTION AND THE RISE OF THE FAR RIGHT

easier for communities to share their affective reactions and embed these
forms of engagements into connective relations via a platform structure
geared toward immediate reactions. Meanwhile, content-based platforms
like YouTube increasingly morphed into social media sites, where core com-
munities and niche audiences form around particular forms of emotionally
engaging content. The ability for digitally networked users to respond with
memes, emojis, and gifs has arguably also added to the collective ability to
quickly form communicative relations around shared affective responses.
Lastly, the demographics using these communicative tools expanded greatly,
over the course of the past decade alone—with many older German citizens
becoming much more active via social media.

All of this has created a wealth of new potential for identifying affective
communities and subsequently viewing these as digital surrogates. As the
party has come to rely on these tools, these tools have in turn also shaped
the party’s output: multiplatform analysis across social media accounts has
shown a discrepancy between the party’s official manifestos and what it
catered to in an online environment, for example, wherein “as part of its
social media strategy, the AfD avoided discussion of its economic proposals
and instead focused on pushing its anti-immigration agenda to gain popu-
larity” (Serrano et al. 2019, 1). Other case studies have demonstrated how
the party has come to adopt messaging from the extremist fringe of its dig-
ital networks, fueled by affective responses to a deliberate disinformation
campaign (Klinger et al. 2022). Yet while these networks might provide
for a momentary flurry of online activity, the agenda items this eventually
resulted in, arguably led nowhere in terms of political outcomes. Instead,
they merely further cemented the party’s propensity to be driven by protest
fads andwhat Julia Rone (2021) has succinctly dubbed “far-right indignation
mobilization mechanisms.”

Conclusion: The Logic of Connective Radicalization

What caused the sudden rise of the radical right as an institutional actor
in Germany? Ultimately this is a complex question, perhaps better left to
institutionalists and political theorists. Yet as scholars of political communi-
cation, we hope to contribute to the question of why the rapid radicalization
process outlined abovemay have occurred.We see the concepts of surrogate
organizations formed through narrative networks and affective publics as
two of many possible, overlapping drivers behind this process. Both are,
at their core, communication phenomena. In and of themselves, they say
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little to nothing about material interests or ideological preferences. And
yet in an increasingly complex media environment, where the shape and
nature of political parties has shifted towardmore hybrid forms of organiza-
tional mobilization, it is communicative relations that come to codetermine
a party’s political orientation—especially in cases where these parties rely
heavily on connectivity and decentralized modes of decision-making and
the mobilization of supporters.

Before all else, the transition to digital and hybridized media envi-
ronments has facilitated and accelerated such forms of connectivity and
information exchange. Remaining mindful of the pitfalls of a purely tech-
nocentric argument, we also see the AfD’s institutional agency in making
deliberate choices guided partly by political opportunism as well as ideo-
logical fervor: party leadership undoubtedly sought to utilize anti-elite and
xenophobic sentiments, while harnessing the technological affordances at
their disposal. These were deliberate choices by the party’s elites as well as
its rank-and-file membership. Yet viewing the radicalization process solely
through the lens of an institutionalist paradigm fails to consider the limita-
tions and path dependencies that specific forms of communicative network
dynamics and connective action might entail. Simply put: the more parties
come to rely on communicative relations to grow and mobilize their base
and spectrum of surrogate organizations, the more such relations are likely
to unfold a logic of their own.

The case presented here illustrates novel ways in which populist right-
wing actors and organizations communicate via digital platforms and public
forums. While they engage with wider audiences and ultimately seek to har-
ness political power, it is also important to understand that certain forms
of communication take place parallel to, and for the most part isolated
from, the political mainstream. We have argued that this creates a some-
what isolated in-group dynamic, wherein cleavage issues and narratives are
circulated among party members and surrogates, which run parallel to and
outside of more traditional sites of public deliberation.

At the same time, however, the case study reveals dynamics wherein the
party appears to be utilizing social media affordances in order to moni-
tor its base and employ these digital tools in order to better listen to their
supporters and mobilize these across social cleavages. This process ulti-
mately seeks to selectively amplify messages that emerge from lower orga-
nizational levels. Here, outrage is strategically fostered around key issues,
which fulfill the function of providing central focal points for disparate actor
types and across various media formats. Outrage unites the in-group: it
serves as a base for community-building and places anger at the heart of
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(online) practices geared toward collective meaning-making. In addition,
outrage is rewarded by algorithmic systems of platforms that have been
optimized for business models around increasing user engagement. Thus,
fanning outrage makes sense for the AfD from both an institutional as well
as a technological perspective. Yet it also puts the party platform on a road
toward ever more radical positions.

If we were to predict the future of the AfD’s political platform, based on
these observations, it seems reasonable to assume that this will increasingly
be driven by something other than institutional agency and strategic inter-
ests, in the classic sense of how political organizations operate. What seems
likely, instead, is that to the degree that the party retains its dependence on
forms of digital connectivity, it will increasingly come to define itself ex-
negativo, that is, in reaction to a perceived mainstream. This will limit the
party’s capacity to define new fields of interest or proactive agenda items.
Instead, core in-group dynamics born out of a shared sense of opposition
will structure a coherent line between party leadership and the various forms
of surrogate organizations shaping its periphery.

It is likely that these communicative ties will be fed by intermittent bouts
of collective outrage in reaction to specific events or political decisions that
are activated by a collective narrative framework. While these can serve to
grow the party’s base and appeal to wider audiences disaffected by the exist-
ing political landscape, they are also likely to rely on reductive readings of
mediated events. And while such simplistic narratives might draw a crowd,
continuously fostering outrage provides little basis for proactive policy pro-
posals, deliberative processes, or compromise—that is, the core tenets of
governance in a parliamentary democracy. Yet ultimately the most relevant
questionmight not be whether parties like the AfD and their surrogate orga-
nizations are going to continue down their path toward radicalization—they
most likely will. Instead, the important question currently faced by many
democratic societies is how successful the emerging far-right networks will
be in advocating for their preferred narratives and affective responses within
the political mainstream.
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2021. ”Die Argumentation der AfD in sozialen Medien zum Thema Flucht and Migra-
tion.” Bildungsforschung: 1–19.

Rone, Julia. 2021. “Far Right Alternative News Media as ‘Indignation Mobilization Mech-
anisms’: How the Far Right Opposed the Global Compact for Migration.” Information,
Communication and Society 7: 1–18.

Ruhose, Fedor. 2021. “Die AfD vor der Bundestagswahl 2021.” Forschungsjournal Soziale
Bewegungen 34 (3): 479–489.

Russmann, Uta. 2018. “Going Negative on Facebook: Negative User Expressions and Polit-
ical Parties’ Reactions in the 2013 Austrian National Elections.” International Journal of
Communication 12: 2578–2598.
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