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During the past ten years, European politics experienced a rise of far right-wing parties because 

of intensified levels of insecurity among the public (Falasca & Grandien, 2017). These parties 

organize their political discourse around topics of nationalism and a strong opinion against 

immigration, the Euro and the European Union (Breeze, 2019; Häusler, 2018). One of these 

parties is the Alternative for Germany (AfD) which celebrated a major success in the federal 

elections in 2017 where it became the third largest party in the German Bundestag.  

 

The present study aims to analyze the campaign posters of the AfD as one element of their strategic 

political communication for the 2017 election period in the context of the party’s growing 

popularity among German society. To accomplish that goal, the qualitative method of multimodal 

critical discourse analysis (MCDA) is applied. The MCDA analyzes written and visual content. The 

study seeks to identify the narratives implemented by the party and analyze them by drawing on 

the concept of nationalism. Furthermore, the analysis aims to identify the frames created around 

the main issues addressed in the party’s political agenda by discussing them in relation to the 

concepts of ontological security and existential anxiety by Giddens (1991) and the framing theory 

by Goffman (1974).  

 

The study reveals that the AfD highlights in its political communication one main conflict: The 

German public versus the immigrants. The immigrants are framed as the threatening strange 

other whose cultural values, and religious beliefs contradict with those of the Germans who are 

depicted as the victims. This is achieved through the posters which seek to elicit fear and hatred 

towards the strange new to increase the insecurities perceived by the public. The party, on the 

contrary, represents itself as the savior of the German nation, its traditions, and values which they 

aim to maintain and protect from Muslim influence.  

 

 

Keywords: Strategic political communication, ontological security, nationalism, framing theory, 

Alternative for Germany, Critical Discourse Analysis 
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1. Introduction  

During the past ten years, an increasing amount of far right-wing parties emerged in northern 

and central Europe (Breeze, 2019). Their political discourse is based on a nationalistic credo, a 

strong opinion against immigration and a critical stance towards the European Union and the 

Euro. Considering the upcoming European Parliament elections this May, it is expected that the 

influence of these far right-wing and anti-European parties will even increase (Häusler, 2018). 

According to a survey conducted by the Institute for New Social Answers (INSA) in 

cooperation with other polling agencies in six European countries, the European right-wing 

fraction “Europe of Nation and Freedom” (ENF), which unites national political parties in 

Europe ranging from right-wing populist parties to extreme right-wing parties, will increase 

their number of seats in the European Parliament from 37 (5,29% in 2015) to 67 (9,57% in 

2019)1. The ENF represents, for example, the Freedom Party of Austria, the Northern League 

from Italy and the National Rally from France (“Rechte könnten verdoppeln”, 2019). At the 

beginning of this year, the representatives of the right-wing sector of Europe agreed on uniting 

under the new fraction “New European Democrats/Europe of Nations and Freedom” 

(NED/ENF) which counts with the German party Alternative for Germany (AfD) as a founding 

member (“NED/ENF”, 2019).  

 

Researchers argue that the reason for this rise in far right-wing parties is based on the intensified 

levels of insecurity among the public due to a continuously changing social, political and media 

environment (Falasca & Grandien, 2017). Especially right-wing parties profited from these 

challenges by focusing their strategic political communication on increasing the already 

existing tension among the public (Moffitt, 2016). One of the main driving forces within their 

communication is the topic of migration. The immigrants are framed as a threat from the outside 

who endanger the national identity, are responsible for local unemployment and low wages and 

furthermore live at the expenses of others (Breeze, 2019). The success of right-wing parties in 

greater parts of Europe seems to confirm the premise that the public is particularly vulnerable 

to such messages during times of political and economic uncertainty. One particularly 

                                                        
1 The final draft of this thesis was handed in before the European Parliament elections 2019 

took place. That is why only an estimation of the political gain of the ENF was given. In fact, 

the ENF increased their seats to 58 (7.72%) (European Parliament, 2019). 

          

     [Updated June 6, 2019] 
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successful party is the Alternative for Germany (AfD). The political party was founded in 2013 

and gains increasing support among the German public since then. In the federal elections in 

2017, the party even became the third largest party after the Union parties “Christian 

Democratic Union of Germany“ (CDU) and “Christian Social Union in Bavaria“ (CSU) as well 

as the “Social-Democratic Political Party” (SPD) (Breeze, 2019; Statista, 2019a). To 

understand the characteristics of the political communication strategies of the increasingly 

popular AfD among the German public, the study aims to analyze certain aspects of the party’s 

political discourse.  

 

Outline of the thesis 

After introducing the reader to the topic of the thesis, a short summary about the foundation 

and development of the AfD is given in background chapter two before the research purpose, 

and questions in relation to the concepts and theories used within the study are explained. 

Following, a literature review of previous studies is conducted in chapter four. This chapter is 

divided into the research procedure, a summary of the reviewed articles and the research gap as 

concluding subchapter of the literature review. Based on the findings of the literature review, 

the theoretical framework is presented in chapter five. After a short introduction to the research 

field of strategic political communication, the two central concepts of ontological security and 

existential anxiety by Giddens (1991) are introduced. Thereafter, the concept of nationalism 

and the framing theory by Goffman (1974) are explained in detail. Subsequently, it is outlined 

how these theoretical concepts and approaches serve as an analytical framework for the 

upcoming analysis. Chapter six represents the applied research methods for the selection and 

analysis of the material and introduces the thirteen posters that are going to be analyzed. The 

posters are visually portrayed and shortly described. Afterwards, the analysis and interpretation 

of the results are presented. This chapter seven aims to identify the narrative techniques and 

elements as well as the frames that are created within the poster communication of the AfD. 

Critical is the discussion of these results in relation to the theoretical framework introduced in 

the previous section. Lastly, a conclusion is formulated that summarizes the key findings of the 

analysis and gives implications for further research.   

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_Democratic_Union_of_Germany
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_Democratic_Union_of_Germany
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_Social_Union_in_Bavaria
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2. Background  

The Alternative for Germany (AfD) 

The Alternative for Germany (AfD) is a fast-growing far right-wing political party in Germany, 

which is characterized by a restrictive attitude towards immigration, a conservative social 

policy, and a critical stance towards old establishments. The party was founded by Bernd Lucke 

in 2013 as a reaction to the measures taken by the institutions and members of the European 

Union to fight the Euro crisis. Since then, the AfD is continuously gaining support among the 

German public, which has resulted in positive outcomes in nearly every election (Decker, 

2018a). After its foundation in 2013, the approval rate increased from 4,7% (2013) to 12,6% 

(2017) in the federal elections, which marks a major success of the party (Statista, 2019b). The 

AfD nearly tripled its previous result and became the third largest party in the German 

Bundestag with 92 seats after the established Union parties CDU/CSU with 32,9% and the SPD 

with 20,5% (Breeze, 2019; Statista, 2019a; Decker, 2018b). Based on the outlined numbers, the 

AfD can be described as one prime example for the political right shift in Europe which resulted 

in the rise of several far right-wing parties throughout the past ten years (Breeze, 2019).  

 

Especially striking about the case of the AfD is its electorate. The voters’ characteristics are 

highly relevant for my analysis and need to be reflected on when interpreting the results: Two 

third of the voters are male and are mostly aged between 35 and 59 years. The party is also 

particularly successful among voters that are experiencing uncertainties or difficulties within 

their professional careers. It is furthermore interesting to emphasize the fact that the electorate 

of the AfD presents the highest dissatisfaction rate with current politics among those of other 

political parties. Also, a shared ideology close to extreme right-wing ideas could be identified 

(Decker, 2018a; Decker, 2018b). Hereby, it also needs to be outlined how the approval rate 

differs among Germany. Studies show that the party receives twice as many votes in East 

Germany compared to West Germany. Moreover, the party is rather successful in the South 

than in the North of the country. The state with the highest approval rate in the past federal 

election was Saxony with 28% (2017) whereas the state with the lowest approval rate was 

Hamburg with 7,8% (2017) as demonstrated in Figure 1 (Statista, 2019c; Statista, 2017). 

Researchers argue that people in East Germany often feel deprived and as losers of the German 

society compared to their fellow citizens in the West with higher levels of income and pension 

which is why they tend to vote for the AfD (Hörr, 2017): 
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Figure 1 - Votes of the AfD per federal state (in %)                   Source: Statista (2017)2 

 

The AfD has 16 state associations in every single state in Germany. They act autonomously in 

respect with their statues, finances and human resources. Also, new divisions can be established 

that are subordinated to the state associations as long as their political content and actions do 

not contradict the general party’s statutes (AfD, 2015; AfD, 2019b). The AfD fraction is led by 

the two group chairmen Alice Weidel from the state association in Baden-Wuerttemberg and 

Alexander Gauland from the state association in Brandenburg (“Wir gratulieren”, 2017; AfD, 

2019c).  

 

The party describes itself as liberal and conservative whose primary motivation is to offer the 

German public an alternative to the old established parties. The AfD supports the values of 

direct democracy, the division of powers and the rule of law, a social market economy, 

subsidiarity, federalism, family and German traditions. The party shares the opinion that 

freedom rests upon cultural values and historical memories. Hence the AfD aims to unite the 

country and maintain the man’s dignity, the value of a traditional family with children, the 

Christian culture, the German language, including the prior mentioned traditions. This way, the 

party expects to reestablish a state whose political leaders return to work for the citizens rather 

                                                        
2 The present thesis is 47 pages long excluding the provided illustrations 
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than for themselves (AfD, 2019d). Hereby, it needs to be highlighted that the thematical focus 

of the party changed throughout the past years. At the very beginning, most political activities 

of the AfD were based on criticizing the actions of the European Union. This changed in 

September 2015 with the immigration crisis. In 2015 around 900.000 asylum applications from 

refugees were registered in Germany, which was a massive increase compared to 202.000 

applications in the previous year (Lpb, 2019). Most of the federal states, their cities and 

communities lagged enough suitable accommodations, which is why most of the refugees 

initially had to stay in gyms of schools, tents or containers. The mood among the German public 

was diverse. One part of the public offered the refugees help and welcomed them at the train 

stations. The other part of the public, on the other hand, was more skeptical which was 

supported by the sexual assaults and thefts committed by men with an immigrational 

background in the night of New Year’s Eve 2015/2016 in Cologne, Hamburg, and Stuttgart. 

Also, the terror attacks in Berlin, Ansbach, and Würzburg contributed to the fears and 

insecurities among the public which had a significant influence on the AfD’s success in the 

following years and still influences today’s political positions (Lpb, 2019; Decker, 2018a). For 

instance, the party still relies on anti-positions regarding asylum and immigration and represents 

conservative stances in terms of family policy and social policy (Decker, 2018a). 

 

These aspects formed a crucial part of the election program in 2017, which is vital for the 

analysis of the political communication of the party. According to the program, the AfD seeks 

to implement direct democracy following the Swiss role-model to re-empower the citizens of 

Germany to participate in the political discourse and involve them stronger in political 

decisions. They should be able to constantly examine the delegates work, such as the 

introduction, change or rejection of legislative proposals (chapter 1). As a reaction to the Euro 

crisis, the AfD also advocates to either leave the European Union or at least implement radical 

changes within EU policies, for example, regarding creditworthiness to protect the German 

public from financial bottlenecks and maintain Germany’s sovereignty and democratic values 

(chapter 2). Furthermore, the party demands stricter border controls, rules and regulations to 

contain the immigration to the German social system and only allow qualified refugees to enter 

the country (chapter 5). Another key aspect within the political agenda of the AfD is the topic 

of religion. According to the party, Islam does not belong to Germany since its practices and 

beliefs contradict with the German liberal and democratic order. That is why the party, for 

example, advocates for the general prohibition of the full-face veil (Burka) in public and public 

service since it is considered as a sign for female oppression and religious exclusion that hinders 
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integration (chapter 6). Besides, the AfD propagates the value of the traditional family model. 

The party represents itself as an opponent to abortion and same-sex marriages and rather 

promises reforms in family policy. This way, the AfD wants to encourage the German public 

to marry and have children to prevent the population from a “threatening” future: To underline 

this aspect the party compares the birthrates between Germany (1.4) and Africa (4.5) to 

communicate the message that the European population is aging and shrinking while the 

population in Africa and Arab Muslim countries of the Middle East is growing fast (chapter 7) 

(AfD, 2017).    

   

Although the political agenda seems quite clear, it needs to be highlighted that the members of 

the party do not always agree on every aspect with each other. On the contrary, the party is 

rather known for its internal conflicts. The reasons for these conflicts seem quite diverse. Critics 

blame the fast growth of the party, the lack of experience and professionalism as well as the 

constant threat of the infiltration of right-wing extremists. But also, content-related issues occur 

frequently such as the debate about the poster campaign for the federal election in 2017 

confirmed which is the sample that is being analyzed in the present thesis (Decker, 2018a). The 

idea of the poster campaign provided by the federal AfD board was to create a new and modern 

image to appear „netter […], sympathischer, menschlicher, weiblicher, aber nicht weicher” 

[nicer […], friendlier, more human, more feminine, but not softer] (“Burgunder statt Burka”, 

2017). This approach caused trouble within the party and was criticized for being silly and too 

abusive towards Muslims and immigrants. As a result, the Bavarian AfD association presented 

an alternative, more rigorous draft (Kamann, 2017). After several internal debates, the party 

agreed that each of the 16 state associations could decide on its own which version to choose 

although the associations in favor of the Bavarian version would not receive the 20% subsidy 

on printing (“AfD geht”, 2017). Since this remark can be interpreted as a pressuring action from 

the federal board to make the national associations adopt the “new image” of the AfD, only the 

posters of the federal board available on the main homepage of the party are being analyzed in 

the following. Especially the fact, that the production of these posters involved a high financial 

investment (1.5. Million Euros) and aimed for a shift in the public’s associations with the party 

supports this angle of research (Kamann, 2017; Witte, 2017). 

 

Posters as elements of political campaigns 

Posters are considered as one of the oldest instruments in political communication and are 

especially in Europe a significant characteristic in election campaigns which differs from other 
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countries such as the United States where posters are rather used as “yard signs” (Lessinger & 

Holtz-Bacha, 2019, p. 125) that only contain the candidates’ names. This remark seems 

particularly interesting considering the advanced technologies that are available nowadays and 

raises the question of why political parties in Germany still rely that much on posters. According 

to Lessinger and Holtz-Bacha (2019), posters are not only a comparable cheap instrument to 

other alternatives but also have the significant advantage of being located in the public setting. 

The public is constantly confronted with the different posters on lampposts, billboards, and 

advertising pillars and can hardly avoid them. They have the function to inform the public about 

the upcoming election, show presence and underline the party’s strengths. During the last 

federal election in Germany in 2017, for example, 42 parties participated. As a result, several 

posters filled the streets all over Germany what challenged the poster designers to stand out and 

to provide easily understandable content. One key feature is particularly important: The picture 

superiority effect according to which the visual matters more than the written discourse 

(Lessinger & Holtz-Bacha, 2019) what might have caused the prior mentioned internal conflict 

of the AfD. Hereby, it needs to be outlined that the AfD, in comparison to other political parties, 

assigned their poster communication rather secondary importance what makes this case even 

more interesting since the party still invested quite a lot of money in their creation (Witte, 2017).  

 

3. Research aim, purpose and questions 

Aim of the study 

The overall aim of this study is to analyze the campaign posters of the far right-wing party AfD 

as one element of their strategic political communication for the 2017 election period in the 

context of the party’s growing popularity among German society. Since it is assumed that 

campaign communication plays a crucial role in obtaining voters support (Strömbäck & 

Kiousis, 2014), this study has two main objectives. One objective seeks to identify the 

narratives implemented by the political party by drawing on the concept of nationalism. The 

second objective aims to identify the main topics addressed by the AfD.  

 

To accomplish this purpose, selected posters of the AfD are analyzed through the qualitative 

method of multimodal critical discourse analysis (MCDA). The MCDA focuses on the analysis 

of posters since they are not only considered as one of the oldest instruments of political 

communication but also as a fundamental characteristic of European election campaigns. 

Especially in Germany posters are still a widely applied instrument in campaign communication 
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due to the public setting they are located in, which makes it impossible for the German public 

to avoid their confrontation (Lessinger & Holtz-Bacha, 2019).  

 

Of special interest in this analysis is the identification of the frames created around the issues 

that are addressed in the political communication of the AfD by discussing them in relation to 

the concepts of ontological security and existential anxiety. Frames are described as schemata 

of interpretation that allow the members of a social group to interact with each other since they 

share the same frameworks that provide meaning to the available information. Frames are 

central to Goffman’s framing theory, that is discussed in chapter 5.2 (Goffman, 1986). Goffman 

(1922-1982) was an influential American Canadian sociologist who made significant 

contributions within the field of micro-sociology. Major publications dealt with the 

dramaturgical perspective of social life and the social interactions in everyday life from which 

originated the concept of framing (ThoughtCo., 2019). The concepts of ontological security and 

existential anxiety, on the other hand, form part of Giddens’s theory of human existence (1991) 

and are being introduced in chapter 5.3. Anthony Giddens (*1938) is an esteemed British 

sociologist who had a significant influence on social theory with his theory of structuration and 

his holistic view on modern society (Goodreads, 2019).  

 

Research questions 

The following research questions will be addressed: 

 

RQ1: What narrative techniques and elements are used by the AfD in their electoral posters?  

Narrative techniques and elements influence the structure of a narrative. To determine the 

political narrative implemented in the electoral posters of the AfD, the types of characters or 

actors of the narrative, the setting, the created conflict or action, and its resolution are being 

analyzed (Roselle, Miskimmon and O’Loughlin, 2014; Polletta, 2015).  

 

RQ2: How does the AfD frame the topics depicted in the posters in question? 

This research question draws on the frames provided by Rau (2017) and Breeze (2019) that are 

introduced in the literature review in chapter 4 and further explained in the analysis chapter 7.2. 

They mainly deal with the framing of the immigrants, the party itself and the elites in power.  
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4. Previous Research 

Research Procedure   

For the literature review, several databases were used. The Jönköping University’s library 

webpage PRIMO, the SCOPUS database which contains abstracts of peer-reviewed journals, 

as well as Google Scholar, were the main resources at the beginning of the research to generate 

an overview on the topic of strategic political communication. Key search terms throughout this 

review stage were “political communication”, “strategic political communication”, “political 

narratives” and “political storytelling”. The research was restricted to peer-reviewed journals 

which were published during the broad time period of 2000 to 2019. This way it was expected 

to identify enough information that would facilitate further searches. The search revealed that 

the field of strategic political communication is a broad one, characterized by a focus on election 

campaigning in the United States (Strömbäck & Kiousis, 2014). That is why during the second 

stage of the review more precise research terms were added to the previous ones to narrow 

down the research results. These include “Europe”, “Germany”, “German politics”, 

“populism”, “nationalism”, “right-wing”, “AfD” and “posters”. By using more precise terms 

also other databases such as the Communication Source which forms part of the EBSCO 

Information Service or the DiVA student theses database could be utilized. Additionally, the 

time frame was adjusted to 2009 and 2019. This adjustment resulted from the information 

provided by Breeze (2019) according to which the rise of right-wing parties in Europe started 

about ten years ago. But also, articles older than this assigned time frame were additionally 

reviewed when they were frequently mentioned in previous studies.  

 

The literature review includes in total eleven studies providing general insights into the field of 

strategic political communication (e.g. Strömbäck & Kiousis, 2014), studies focusing on how 

political narratives are constructed (e.g. Leslie, 2015), studies concentrating on how political 

communication is perceived (e.g. Knobloch-Westerwick, Mothes, Johnson, Westerwick, & 

Donsback, 2015), case studies dealing with specific political elections, parties or leaders (e.g. 

Lessinger & Holtz-Bacha, 2019, Simorangkir & Pamungkas, 2017; Toader & Grigoraşi, 2016; 

Falasca & Grandien, 2017) and studies focusing on far right-wing parties such as the AfD (e.g. 

Rau, 2017; Kinnvall, 2004; Breeze, 2019; Lessinger & Holtz-Bacha, 2019). Hereby, it needs to 

be outlined that the search mainly focused on English publications to avoid translation mistakes 

and misunderstandings. However, one German language publication by Lessinger & Holtz-

Bacha (2019) was included as a non-English source within the literature review due to its 
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emphasis on political posters used in the campaign communication of the federal elections in 

Germany in 2017. Other German publications were not additionally reviewed due to the focus 

on English publications. That is why other relevant German publications might not be covered 

within the upcoming literature review.    

 

Reviewed Articles 

Election Campaigning in the United States     

The literature review has shown that most international studies conducted within the field of 

strategic political communication are dealing with the United States as the country of reference 

(e.g. Leslie, 2015; Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2015). Most of them focus on the voter 

perspective during the election campaigning as in the study conducted by Knobloch-

Westerwick et al. (2015) who analyzed the exposure and confirmation bias among the American 

and German public. The researchers tried to determine how the public accesses information 

before elections and how it is affected by this information. The research was mainly based on 

the concept of confirmation bias and the elaboration likelihood model by focusing on source 

credibility. The data was gathered through an online experiment and afterwards statistically 

analyzed. Further, the research yielded that both groups confirmed a confirmation bias. Both 

prefer content which stands in line with their attitude. However, the result indicated a higher 

confirmation bias in the United States than in Germany. Also, source credibility had a 

significant influence on exposure. Sources with higher credibility attracted a longer span of 

attention than sources with low credibility. The results seem important for the present research 

when considering the hypotheses about the strategic political communication approach of the 

AfD. It is presumed that the party tries to make use of the so-called confirmation bias by 

aligning the content of their political agenda with basic beliefs, values and, above all, fears of 

the public. Other studies focusing on the United States based their research rather on the 

question of how political narratives are created. While Polletta (2015) focused her research on 

identifying types of political characters in different political discourses, Leslie (2015) analyzed 

the narratives of the Democrats and Republicans in the United States during the mid-term 

elections in 2014 by conducting a content analysis. He concluded that frames which are created 

during political storytelling have the power to establish a complementary relationship between 

rational arguments and narratives. Following his remarks, the Republicans had a better narrative 

than the Democrats which partly explains the gains of the Republican party during the mid-

terms in 2014. This observation highlights how powerful strategic political communication can 

be.  
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Election Campaigning in Europe  

But since the United States are considered as an atypical country regarding their political 

environment (Strömbäck & Kiousis, 2014) not more studies with this focus were reviewed. 

Instead, greater attention was paid to studies concentrating on single elections in other countries 

such as the federal elections in Germany in 2017 (Lessinger & Holtz-Bacha, 2019) or the 

presidential elections in Romania in 2014 (Toader & Grigoraşi, 2016) and on single political 

candidates such as in Indonesia (Simorangkir & Pamungkas, 2017). The studies of Lessinger 

and Holtz-Bacha (2019), Simorangkir and Pamungkas (2017) and Toader and Grigoraşi (2016) 

tried to identify the strategic narratives of politicians by analyzing their political discourse. 

Lessinger and Holtz-Bacha (2019) conducted a visual analysis of campaign posters. The 

researchers analyzed roughly two to five posters of each of the six political parties who were 

elected to enter the German Bundestag during the federal election in 2017 which were the CDU, 

the SPD, the Green Party, the Free Democratic Party (FDP), the Left Party and the AfD. Their 

main motivation was to determine the significance of this tool for the political communication 

of the parties and how it was used to represent the party in public. They concluded that this 

rather classic tool of communication is still popular among the German political landscape 

which seems surprising considering several cross-media opportunities which are not made use 

of yet. In respect to the AfD the researchers further identified three main types of posters which 

were used within their campaign communication which are: The ironic-cynical posters from 

the federal AfD board that focus on exclusion and the refugee policy, the Bavarian poster 

version which addresses similar topics but acts in a more rigorous way and candidate posters 

that portray the representative candidates for the party in the German Bundestag. Hereby, it 

should be outlined that the analysis of the present thesis will focus on the ironic-cynical 

alternative. Reasons for that choice are further explained in the method chapter six. Simorangkir 

and Pamungkas (2017) focused their research on the Tintin comics which formed part of the 

political communication of the candidate Jokowi during the 2014 Indonesian presidential 

election. They held in-depth interviews with both the creators and authors of the comics to 

determine their underlying political messages. This publication seems useful for the present 

study since it is one of only a few which integrated analyses of political visual content. Toader 

and Grigoraşi (2017), on the other hand, concentrated their research on the political discourse 

of the five leading Romanian candidates on their Facebook page. They conducted a pragmatic 

discourse analysis and determined their different communicational approaches. These different 

approaches had one common goal: generating tension. By appealing to the publics emotions 

and eliciting rage as well as hope, the politicians tried to mobilize the voters. This strategy is 



12 

 

 
 
 
 

important to have in mind when analyzing the strategic narratives of the AfD since the party is 

known for stirring up hatred and hostility against the “strange-other” (Köter, 2016).  

 

Political Communication and Migration  

Some researchers argue that this strategy of political communication emerged due to rising 

political challenges which require continuous adaptations in election campaigning. According 

to Kinnvall (2004), the globalization process is the leading force for this development: “the 

globalization of economics, politics, and human affairs has made individuals and groups more 

ontologically insecure and existentially uncertain” (p. 741). Hereby, she refers to Giddens 

theory of human existence (1991) which draws on the concepts of ontological security and 

existential anxiety (see chapter 5.3). Kinnvall (2004) conducted a literature review focusing on 

several publications dealing with concepts and theories which link uncertainties and politics. 

She concluded that the relationship between globalization and security has a significant 

influence on today’s political communication, especially considering the topic of migration. 

Following her remarks, “migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees are framed as security threats” 

(Kinnvall, 2004, p. 744) to make people turn to a collective, such as represented in the concept 

of nationalism, in order to securitize subjectivity. This aspect needs to be taken into account 

when analyzing the strategic political communication of the AfD since the party is especially 

known for its nationalistic credo and strong opinion against immigration (Häusler, 2018).  

 

Political Communication of far right-wing Parties 

Rau (2017) agrees with Kinnvall (2004) after analyzing the presentation of far-right wing 

parties on social media in his Master thesis. Although not being a peer-reviewed article, this 

paper is referenced within this literature review since Kinnvall was the supervisor of his thesis 

and is considered an expert within the depicted area of research. Rau (2017) drew on similar 

concepts as Kinnvall (2004) and narrowed his research to a narrative analysis of the AfD on 

Facebook. His main aim was to investigate the relationship between ontological security and 

securitization as well as the narrative of nationalism. Rau (2017) divided the main topics 

addressed by the AfD in three different frames: (1) the savior plot by narrating the enemy 

mainly represented by immigrants, (2) the blaming plot by framing the elites such as German 

politicians for current problems and (3) the subjectivity plot which aims to defend Germanness. 

According to him, all three frames are based on the argumentation that there exists a threatening 

other within the community who endangers the socially constructed Germanness. These frames 

will be used as initial categories for the MCDA conducted for this thesis. Others might be added 
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throughout the process if necessary. Despite the frames identified by Rau (2017), it should be 

noted that he analyzed a quite broad time span (January 2016 till December 2016) and focused 

only on a few posts which demonstrated the highest engagement. That makes clear why future 

studies should analyze the narratives of the AfD more in depth by following a qualitative 

approach which concentrates in detail on the political discourses in a clearly identified sample.   

 

This claim stands in line with the study conducted by Breeze (2019) who analyzed the election 

programs and press releases of the far right-wing parties AfD from Germany and UK 

Independence Party (UKIP) from the United Kingdom. During the analysis she identified other 

frames than those mentioned by Rau (2017) which are: (1) the people referring to the German 

public, (2) the enemy such as the establishment, the old parties CDU and SPD, politicians in 

general, EU elites and industry bosses and (3) the threat from the outside such as the EU, 

migration and border, aid for developing countries and perceived military threats. Like the 

frames identified by Rau (2017), also the frames from Breeze (2019) are being applied 

throughout the MCDA conducted in this paper. As mentioned before, additional frames can be 

added during the process if required. Breeze (2019) followed a qualitative research approach 

by conducting a critical discourse analysis because few pieces of research implemented this 

method so far. This remark supports the approach of the present study to conduct a critical 

discourse analysis. The same applies to the subject of study. Even though Breeze (2019) argues 

that there has been a rise in research on right-wing parties, there is still a lack. Especially the 

AfD is considered an under-researched political party since few studies have been published so 

far. After conducting the critical discourse analysis, Breeze (2019) concludes “that the AfD and 

UKIP operate within a (more or less exclusionary) nationalist paradigm” (p. 95) however with 

a populist spirit. Since the concept of nationalism seems to have particular importance when 

analyzing the AfD, it is inevitable to address the concept in the following theoretical framework.   

 

Significance of the Study 

The literature review has shown that political parties make increased use of strategic political 

communication in their campaigning due to constantly changing social, political and media 

environments (Falasca & Grandien, 2017). These challenges are globally presented, which is 

why researchers claim for more international research on strategic political communication 

outside the United States, which has been the focus of most contributions so far (Strömbäck & 

Kiousis, 2014). This claim seems especially important considering current trends in European 

politics which are characterized by “growing Euroscepticism and continuous declining levels 
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of political trust” (Rau, 2017, p. 1) as well as the topic of migration (Kinnvall, 2004) what 

already led to the emergence of several far right-wing parties in central and northern Europe 

(Breeze, 2019). Since the development of these far right-wing movements and parties is 

comparatively new, it seems understandable why there still exists a lack of research within this 

particular research field (Rau, 2017). Hereby, researchers point out that especially the AfD is 

considered as an under-researched party, although it was quite successful during the past federal 

elections in 2017 (Breeze, 2019). This fact underlines the importance of further research for 

that specific case. The few contributions which were already made to the specific case of the 

AfD analyzed either the narrative strategies on their social media channels such as Facebook 

(e.g. Rau, 2017) or their written election program (e.g. Breeze, 2019). Studies concerning 

mainly the visual narrative strategies were barely conducted so far. Based on these claims, the 

present thesis will contribute to the body of research by focusing on the narrative strategies of 

the AfD and analyzing the visual and written discourses of their posters used during the election 

period in 2017. Hereby, the analysis will draw on the categories provided by Rau (2017) and 

Breeze (2019) which were identified in previous studies dealing with the political 

communication of the party. These are (1) savior plot/threat from the outside, (2) subjectivity 

plot/the people, and (3) blaming plot/the enemy (Rau, 2017; Breeze, 2019).  

 

5. Theoretical Framework  

In the following, the theoretical framework of the present thesis is introduced. In the beginning, 

the notion of ‘strategic political communication’ to which my study belongs is explained. The 

analysis of this thesis is mainly based on the framing theory of Goffman (1986). The theory is 

expected to provide a theoretical foundation for the MCDA which has the aim to identify (1) 

the narrative techniques and elements and (2) the frames created within the AfD campaign 

communication. The concepts of ontological security and existential anxiety, which I borrow 

from Gidden’s (1991) theory of human existence, are introduced subsequently. The selection 

of these two concepts is based on the hypothesis that the communication of the AfD aims to 

elicit fear and hatred towards the “strange new” by focusing on nationalistic values as strongly 

expressed by Breeze (2019) and Kinnvall (2004) in the previous section. That is why also, the 

concept of nationalism is presented afterwards. But also, the fact that nationalism is often 

associated with tendencies of separateness, exclusivity and even racism emphasizes why the 

concept needs to be addressed (Balibar, 1991).  
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5.1 Strategic Political Communication     

The literature review has shown that there exist multiple publications within the research field 

of strategic political communication. According to Falasca and Grandien (2017), this number 

will even increase due to the social, political and media environment changes this research field 

is permanently facing. But also, the overlapping with related research fields such as 

communication, marketing and politics have a significant influence on this development 

(Strömbäck & Kiousis, 2014). Most of the publications focus on election campaigning which 

understands strategic political communication as the “organizations’ purposeful management 

of information and communication to reach political objectives it has set out for itself” 

(Strömbäck & Kiousis, 2014, p. 111). Romarheim (2005), on the other hand, describes strategic 

political communication as an overlap between propaganda and rhetoric. Propaganda is 

understood as “the deliberate, systematic attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, 

and direct behavior to achieve a response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist” 

(Jowett & O’Donnell, 1999, p. 6). This definition excludes any possibility of dialogue and rather 

represents a one-way communication. Rhetoric, on the other hand, is ideally designed as an 

interactive two-way communication process which aims for persuasion but is based on a 

genuine argumentation (Romarheim, 2005). According to Romarheim (2005), political parties 

act in the middle of these two definitions since they are “’selling’ politics” (p. 12). He calls this 

form of manipulating information as spin which is a “strategy to minimize negative information 

and present in a favourable light a story that is damaging” (Jowett & O’Donnell, 1999, p. 3). 

“Spinning” can, therefore, be understood as a tool for perception management that builds 

specific images of politicians. Thus, it is considered an important strategy in election 

campaigning (Romarheim, 2005).  

 

5.2 Framing Theory  

The framing theory is embedded within the field of media effects research and is interpreted as 

an extension of the agenda-setting theory (Scheufele, 1999). The theory was mainly coined by 

Erving Goffman. Goffman (1974) presumed that people process the information they receive 

in their environment through “one or more frameworks or schemata of interpretation of a kind 

that can be called primary” (Goffman, 1986, p. 21). These frameworks are a requirement for 

the interaction within a social group where the members share the same frames, which represent 

a general framework of reference that provides meaning to the obtained information. Primary 

frameworks can be described as an essential cultural part of the social group and have a crucial 
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impact on how the received information is processed by the audience. That is why Fairhurst 

and Sarr (1996) describe framing as “the ability to shape the meaning of a subject, to judge its 

character and significance. To hold the frame of a subject is to choose one particular meaning 

(or set of meanings) over another. When we share our frames with others (the process of 

framing), we manage meaning because we assert that our interpretations should be taken as real 

over other possible interpretations” (p. 3). Goffman (1986) differentiates between two forms of 

frameworks which determine the interpretation, processing, and communication among people: 

the natural and the social primary framework. The difference between these frameworks is the 

absence and presence of social forces. According to the natural framework, “occurrences are 

seen as undirected, unoriented, unanimated, unguided, ‘purely physical’” (Goffman, 1986, p. 

22). They happen without the involvement of social forces of intelligent agents. Within the 

social frameworks, on the other hand, it is assumed that events occur due to the involvement of 

social actors who are led by motives and intents. Social frameworks “incorporate the will, aim, 

and controlling effort of an intelligence, a life agency, the chief one being the human being” 

(Goffman, 1986, p. 22). Tuchman (1987) connected this theory to political communication and 

concluded that “mass media actively set the frames of reference that readers or viewers use to 

interpret and discuss public events” (p. ix). With this, she refers mainly to social frameworks 

since they involve the social actor of the mass media. Transferring this observation to the 

context of the strategic political communication of the AfD, it can be stated that the party acts 

as what Goffman (1986) calls social force by creating social frames about key topics within 

their political agenda. Since one of the research questions focuses on the frames the party 

creates, it is hypothesized that only social frameworks are going to be analyzed in the following. 

The prior introduced studies have shown that, among others, the social frame of the “strange-

other” who threatens the German public is frequently depicted in the political communication 

of the AfD. That is why this frame needs further analysis. 

 

5.3 Ontological Security and Existential Anxiety    

The concepts ontological security and existential anxiety form a crucial part of Giddens’s theory 

of human existence (1991). According to Giddens (1991), ontological security can be described 

as a “person’s fundamental sense of safety in the world and includes a basic trust of other 

people. Obtaining such trust becomes necessary in order for a person to maintain a sense of 

psychological well-being and avoid existential anxiety” (pp. 38–39).  Therefore, it can be stated 

that the feeling of trust within a social group acts as “a protection against future threats and 
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dangers which allows the individual to sustain hope and courage in the face of whatever 

debilitating circumstances she or he might later confront” (Giddens, 1991, p. 39). To maintain 

this state of well-being and avoid existential anxiety even in cases of rising insecurities and 

threats from a strange other interfering from the outside the people among a social group seek 

for concepts which restore a stable identity. Studies following Giddens remarks call this process 

of reaffirmation “securitizing subjectivity” which distinguishes between an abject-other and a 

collective identity: “By demonizing the other, the self becomes sufficiently sacralized” 

(Kinnvall, 2004, p. 754) which enables the collective to draw boundaries between their self and 

the other who is operating outside their social group. A major concept which contributes to such 

a collective identity to achieve ontological security is nationalism (Kinnvall, 2004) which is 

often associated with racist tendencies due to its emphasis on religious and cultural differences 

among various social groups (Balibar, 1991). The reason for this tendency is the power of the 

concept of ontological security. According to Chernobrov (2016), ontological security “can 

override rationality” (p. 584) during the process of searching for a continuous and coherent self-

narrative. This observation gives crucial implications for the present paper. The AfD is 

especially known for a nationalistic credo and strong opinion against immigration (Häusler, 

2018) which is why the concept of nationalism is elaborated on in the following. But also, the 

fact that the public might act irrationally to achieve ontological security is an important aspect 

to be considered when analyzing the strategic political communication of the AfD.  

 

5.4 Nationalism       

According to De Cleen (2017), nationalism can be understood “as a discourse structured around 

the […] nation, envisaged as a limited and sovereign community that exists through time and 

is tied to a certain space, and that is constructed through an in/out (member/non-member) 

opposition” (p. 342). This definition implies that a nation functions as the representation of the 

people that are interpreted as a homogenous group which can only exist in contrast to other 

nations or non-members of the nation in question. This way, the members of a nation create the 

desire to belong to a coherent community that acts and decides independently upon their 

common future (De Cleen, 2017; Breeze, 2019). They share time, space, territory, language, 

culture, values, customs, and other aspects in order to differentiate between ingroups and 

outgroups or exclusive groups to secure the nation’s sovereignty (De Cleen 2017; De Cleen & 

Stavrakakis, 2017; Freeden, 1998; Wodak, de Celia, Reisigl, & Liebhart, 2009; Balibar, 1989). 

The created “others” are often perceived as threatening, which is why nationalism is often 
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associated with racism, xenophobia, and jingoism (Breeze, 2019; Balibar, 1991). Also, Kinnvall 

(2004) agrees with this statement since she perceives racism as “a historical phenomenon that 

emerges within the discourse of nationalism which is based on separateness and the need for 

greater exclusivity” (p. 760). This form of exclusionary nationalism is often central to the 

politics of radical right-wing parties such as the AfD who share a critical attitude towards 

immigration and the EU (De Cleen, 2017; Breeze, 2019). Based on these remarks, it can be 

stated that the concept of nationalism is constructed around two major aspects: (1) the 

sovereignty of the country which is being threatened by an outer group and (2) the exclusion of 

this outer group from the national in-group that needs to be protected (Breeze, 2019).  

 

5.5 Connection of Theoretical Concepts and Approaches  

In the following, it is outlined how the four theoretical concepts and approaches are connected 

and how they serve as an analytical framework for the upcoming analysis to offer enough 

insight to answer the prior introduced research questions. By applying qualitative MCDA to the 

AfD’s 2017 electoral posters, I aim to identify the frames that are being created around the 

political topics addressed by the party. Frames are considered as highly influential on the 

public’s perception of information (Goffman, 1986) which is particularly important when 

considering Romarheim’s (2005) definition of strategic political communication as a form of 

manipulating information. That is why the analysis seeks to determine if the frames presented 

in the electoral posters show any theoretical connection to the concepts of ontological security 

and existential anxiety introduced in the previous section (Giddens, 1991). To accomplish this 

goal, the analysis focuses on identifying possible narratives that either communicate or intensify 

any insecurities that might be threatening to the public. These insecurities and threats are 

interpreted as influential factors of existential anxiety. Furthermore, it is analyzed if the given 

sample shows any nationalistic attributes. This focus is based on the concept of ontological 

security, which suggests that people who experience existential anxiety turn to nationalistic 

approaches to reestablish a state of psychological well-being (Giddens, 1991).  

 

6. Method and Material  

The following study will apply the qualitative method of the multimodal critical discourse 

analysis (MCDA), which analyzes not only written but also visual semiotic choices (Machin & 

Mayr, 2012). Qualitative research usually investigates social and cultural phenomena and 
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analyzes how people act in their social and cultural environment (Myers, 1997). Furthermore, 

qualitative research methods are usually applied in cases of little available information about 

the research topic as in the example of the poster communication of the AfD (Wassermann, 

2015). Since the present paper seeks to identify the narrative techniques, elements and frames 

created within the electoral posters of the AfD, a qualitative research approach seems 

appropriate. Based on the objectives of the present study, an explorative interest, which is 

typical for critical discourse analysis is apparent (Döring & Bortz, 2016). That is why this 

qualitative research method is selected for the present research. The MCDA is usually 

associated with a wide range of analytical instruments. That is why the analysis only focuses 

on the instruments which are particularly useful for the research purpose of this paper. The tools 

were selected after conducting a pre-test where several instruments were applied to the material. 

Hereby, only these tools that provided the most insight to identify the narratives and frames 

implemented by the AfD were chosen.  

 

6.1 The Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (MCDA)  

The Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is mainly coined by the ideas of Norman Fairclough, 

Ruth Wodak and Teun van Dijk who share the opinion that the CDA is highly attached to the 

area of political intervention and social change (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997). According to 

them, most media content is constructed based on ideologies, which are not immediately 

obvious (Machin & Mayr, 2012). This remark makes clear why the CDA is particularly useful 

within the context of political communication whose structure “encompass discourse written or 

spoken which is ideologically laden […] to persuade people about certain view and even prompt 

them to take the desired action” (Unvar & Rahimi, 2013, p. 12). That is why the critical 

discourse analysis seeks to identify and illuminate the discursive choices of the author by 

denaturalizing the media content. This way, the method tries to understand how communication 

“shapes and is shaped by society” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 10). Hereby, Machin and Mayr 

(2012) refer to the dialectical relationship between the discourse and its social structure which 

is produced and reproduced during the interaction among the members of a social group who 

share a system of signs and values. During this interaction, the meaning is created (van Dijk, 

2001).  

 

Van Dijk (2001) describes the CDA as “a type of discourse analytical research that primarily 

studies the way social power abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, and 
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resisted by text and talk in the social and political context” (p. 352). From this, the following 

two concepts which are central to the CDA can be derived which are power and ideology. The 

concept of power as the primary focus of a CDA refers to the power relations which are inherent 

in society and describes privileged access of individuals to social sources which is “transmitted 

and practiced through discourse” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p.4). Moreover, the concept of power 

provides entitled individuals with “authority, status and influence” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 

24). The concept of ideology, on the other hand, is connected to the belief systems of individuals 

or collectives who can access certain instruments to wield power over subordinated groups and 

influence them (Marx, 1933; Machin & Mayr, 2012). These concepts are expressed through 

language, which is another essential aspect within CDA.  

 

Language is described as “means of social construction and domination” (Machin & Mayr, 

2012, p. 24) rather than a simple tool of communication or persuasion. It is embedded in its 

social context and based on history. Therefore, it can be stated that language is not considered 

as an isolated phenomenon (Wodak, 1999). It is interconnected to social processes and 

interactions among the members of a social group (Wodak, 1996). If the analysis of media 

content includes not only written semiotics but also visual semiotics as in the present thesis, the 

method is described as Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (MCDA). The MCDA is 

usually guided by the underlying question of how the posters are designed, why they are 

designed that way, and how they could have been designed differently (Fairclough, 1995). 

Hereby, Fairclough (1995) refers to the two different levels of knowledge: While the denotative 

level describes how the ideological content in the sample is created, the connotative level rather 

focuses on its reasons why it has been constructed that way. Furthermore, the denotative level 

tries to interpret the content within an overall context (Hall, 1997).  

 

Since the present research has the aim to identify how the political discourse of the AfD is 

constructed by focusing on the analysis of their narrative techniques, elements, and frames, the 

research method seems suitable. Also, the fact that this method is known for its critical approach 

which makes contradictions in society transparent and tries to “propose interpretations and 

solutions to perceived problems” (Wodak, 1999, p. 186) makes this choice comprehensive. But 

also, the underlying power relations and references to the concept of ideology seem particularly 

useful within the given context of far right-wing parties concerning their political agenda, 

beliefs, and nationalistic values.   
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Limitations  

Before introducing the data sample and the applied tools, which are being used throughout the 

upcoming analysis the limitations and recommendation when conducting a MCDA need to be 

outlined: The MCDA is a qualitative research method that heavily relies on the subjective 

interpretations of the researcher who might be biased due to political preferences or personal 

experiences (Döring & Bortz, 2016). Also, the fact that researchers tend to over-interpret the 

selected material or to privilege “particular meanings of texts while largely ignoring alternative 

readings” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 2010) are common limitations of this method. The same 

applies to the selection of the material and tools which is highly influenced by the researcher’s 

choice (Machin & Mayr, 2012). Thus, the MCDA requires a critical approach from the 

researcher. Critical in this context means that the researcher needs to be self-reflective and stay 

distanced from the research topic when conducting the analysis. In addition, Wodak (1999) 

claims for “a constant balancing between theory and empirical phenomena” (p. 186) according 

to which the researcher needs to implement an abductive analysis by explicitly commenting on 

what he is doing, how he is interpreting the content and what solutions he proposes to the social 

problem addressed in the material (Wodak, 1999). Furthermore, the results need to be treated 

cautiously. The MCDA lags a reception analysis since it cannot be determined whether the 

strategic political communication of the AfD has, in fact, any effects on the audience and if so 

to what extent (Machin & Mayr, 2012). Also, the fact that this campaign ran in 2017 limits the 

informational value of current communication strategies of the party, which might have 

changed over the past years. Furthermore, the results are limited to one specific campaign, 

focusing on one particular medium in a clear determined time frame. Hence, critics argue that 

the MCDA is too selective and partial (Machin & Mayr, 2012). Therefore, findings cannot be 

generalized. On the contrary, the communicational strategies might differ between 

communication channels and types of elections. Nonetheless, it must be highlighted that 

generalizing the results is never the purpose of an MCDA since it rather aims to obtain a detailed 

understanding of the selected material.  

 

6.2 Data Sample  

In the following, all thirteen posters of the AfD campaign “Trau dich, Deutschland!” [I dare 

you, Germany!] for the federal elections in Germany in 2017 which were distributed both online 

on their social media channels or offline in the streets are being analyzed. The selection is 

focusing on the posters which were designed for billboards and other rentable spaces in the 
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streets (Lessinger & Holtz-Bacha, 2019). The chosen sampling method can be described as a 

concentrated selection. According to Kromrey (2009), this method is characterized by a 

nonrandom selection, which makes conscious choices based on their significance for the 

research approach. Following Kromrey’s remarks, this sampling method enables the researcher 

to draw general conclusions about the analyzed features from only a small amount of material.  

 

The campaign was administrated internally by Michael Büge, fraction manager of the state 

parliament of Rhineland-Platinate, and externally by Thor Kunkel, writer and CEO from the 

Swiss PR agency Kunkelbakker (“AfD-Führung unzufrieden”, 2017; Kunkel, 2019). As 

pointed out in the background chapter, the idea of the campaign introduced by the federal AfD 

board was to create a new and modern image to appear nicer, friendlier, more human, more 

feminine, but not softer (“Burgunder statt Burka”, 2017). The selected posters are highly visual 

accompanied by one written phrase which often consists of a short question and an answer 

provided by the party. Furthermore, the AfD logo and their campaign slogan “Trau dich, 

Deutschland!” [I dare you, Germany!] are depicted in twelve of the thirteen posters that are 

introduced in chapter 6.4.  

 

6.3 Analytical Tools  

In the following, the tools which are used for the analysis of the campaign posters are 

introduced. Since the sample is highly visual, most of the tools concern visual attributes, which 

are iconography, attributes, settings, salience, and gaze (Machin & Mayr, 2012). Nonetheless, 

also tools for the written analysis are implemented since each poster counts with at least one 

phrase. These are word connotation, presupposition and us versus them division (Machin & 

Mayr, 2012). It is intended to use the criteria consistently throughout the analysis to assure 

comparable results.  

 

Tools to analyze visual attributes:  

• Iconography 

The analytical tool of iconography is highly connected to the semiotic theory by Ronald Barthes 

(1973, 1977) which deals with the connotation and denotation of images. On a denotative level, 

it is determined who and what is depicted within an image, whereas the connotative level aims 

to identify the ideas and values that are presented (Machin & Mayr, 2012).   
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• Attributes 

The analysis of attributes deals with the discourses or meanings that the depicted objects imply. 

Of special interest are the ideas and values that are expressed through these often polysemic 

objects. But also, the way of how they are being introduced in the image is important (Machin 

& Mayr, 2012). 
 

 

• Settings 

The setting describes the environment the objects are portrayed in. That might include a specific 

context or scenery that “communicate general ideas, to connote discourses and their values, 

identities and actions” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 52). 

 

• Salience 

Salience is a tool that highlights important aspects of an image. Salience can be expressed 

through an elements’ size, color, tone, or position within a picture. Some elements also bear 

symbolic cultural meanings to achieve the receiver’s attention. Often these different aspects 

appear in combination with each other what creates “hierarchies of salience” (Machin & Mayr, 

2012, p. 54).   
 

 

• Gaze 

The gaze of depicted actors gives implications on how they should be evaluated by the recipient. 

The direction, for example, looking straight at the recipient, downwards or upwards, offers 

different interpretations (Machin & Mayr, 2012). 
 

 

Tools to analyze written attributes: 

• Word connotation 

A word connotation is an analytical tool for written content that describes the choice of words 

used by the author. It aims to identify the underlying motivations from the text producer by 

focusing on the association the chosen words imply (Machin & Mayr, 2012). 
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• Presupposition 

The presupposition refers to meanings that are assumed to be known due to the given context. 

Fairclough (1995) describes these meanings as “pre-constructed elements” (p. 107) which do 

not require any further explanation due to their ideological relation (Machin & Mayr, 2012). 
 

 

• Us versus Them 

The us versus them division is one of the classifications provided by Kress and van Leeuwen 

(1996) that classifies not only people but also the ideological effects these classifications 

indicate. The us versus them division is about uniting people that share similar ideas and values 

what creates a collective “other” that stands in contrast to that opinion and takes an opposite 

stance. Hereby, special attention needs to be paid to the fact that the concept of “us” or “we” is 

quite fuzzy what can be misused by politicians to “make vague statements and conceal power 

relations” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 84).    
 

 

6.4 Presentation of Material  

As stated before, all thirteen posters of the AfD federal election campaign of 2017, which are 

accessible on their homepage are analyzed (AfD, 2019a; Lessinger & Holtz-Bacha, 2019). Each 

poster represents an important feature which is linked to at least one of the central topics in the 

political agenda of the AfD such as democracy in Germany (e.g. Figure 6, 11 and 13); foreign 

policy and security (e.g. Figure 14); Euro, finances and the EU (e.g. Figure 7); domestic security 

(e.g. Figure 11); immigration and asylum (e.g. Figure 2 to 5); family and population (e.g. Figure 

8 and 10); education and school; culture and the media (e.g. Figure 3); social issues (e.g. Figure 

12); taxes, economy and work (e.g. Figure 12); health care; energy and climate; nature, 

agriculture and consumer; traffic and infrastructure (AfD, 2019e). In what follows, I provide a 

short description of each poster (including a translation from German to English of their written 

content) before I proceed to the analysis. 
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Figure 2 - „Burkas?“ Wir steh‘n auf Bikinis. [“Burkas?“ We prefer bikinis.] 

 

The poster portrays three Western-looking, white-skinned, and thin women in colorful bikinis. 

They are depicted from their backs. Their blond and brown hair is blowing in the wind while 

they are walking on a beach towards the ocean. In the upper third of the poster, the phrase of 

the poster saying „Burkas?“  Wir steh’n auf Bikinis [“Burkas?“ We prefer bikinis] is positioned. 

The lower third of the poster contains the campaign slogan of the AfD „Trau dich, 

Deutschland!” [I dare you, Germany!]. The slogan is written in white letters on a turquoise 

background in sync with the parties’ colors. On top of that, the logo of the party consisting of 

the name „Alternative für Deutschland“ [Alternative for Germany] and the red arrow pointing 

up to the right side are displayed on the right side of this stripe.  
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Figure 3 - „Bunte Vielfalt?“ Haben wir schon. [“Colorful diversity?“ We already have that.] 

 

The second poster portrays three middle-aged white women in traditional clothes from different 

parts of Germany. They are standing in the middle of a yellow corn field under a blue sky while 

smiling directly at the viewer and holding their thumbs up. The phrase „Bunte Vielfalt?“  Haben 

wir schon. [“Colorful diversity?“ We already have that] is positioned at the same spot in the 

upper third as the poster before. The same applies to the campaign’s slogan and the party’s logo 

in the lower part of the poster.  
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Figure 4 - „Burka?“ Ich steh‘ mehr auf Burgunder!  [“Burka?“ I prefer Burgundy!] 

 

The poster above portrays three white-skinned women from three different age groups who 

wear traditional clothes and tiaras on their heads. All of them are holding a glass of white wine 

in their right hand while standing in front of a green wine-growing district. Different than the 

prior introduced posters, the present example is created in portrait format. Similar to the 

previous examples, the phrase „Burka?“ Ich steh’ mehr auf Burgunder [“Burka?“ I prefer 

Burgundy!] is depicted in the upper third of the poster with the difference that the phrase has 

three instead of two lines. The lower third of the poster contains the campaign slogan and the 

AfD logo. However, compared to the posters above, the words of the slogan are written among 

each other. Also, instead of mentioning the full name of the party, only the short form “AfD“ 

is used.  
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Figure 5 - „Der Islam?“ Passt nicht zu unserer Küche. [“The Islam?“ Does not belong to our kitchen.] 

 

The poster portrays a piglet standing on green pasture with daisies and dandelion. The phrase 

„Der Islam?“ Passt nicht zu unserer Küche. [“The Islam?“ Does not belong to our kitchen.] is 

positioned in the upper part of the poster. In contrary to the examples before, the question part 

of the phrase is depicted in bigger letters than the provided response. As before, the campaign 

slogan, as well as the short form of the AfD logo, are placed in the lower third of the poster.  
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Figure 6 - „Volkes Stimme?“ Direktdemokratisch wie in der Schweiz. [“People‘s Voice?“ Direct democratic vote 
such as in Switzerland.] 

 

In the poster, there are depicted two wooden bells lying on a grey ground. They are decorated 

with a red and white emblem which is surrounded by two different types of flowers: gentians 

and edelweiss The upper third of the poster contains the phrase „Volkes Stimme?“ 

Direktdemokratisch wie in der Schweiz. [“People‘s Voice?“ Direct democratic vote such as in 

Switzerland]. The lower third of the poster is characterized by the same turquoise stripe as the 

examples before.    
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Figure 7 - „Euro-Rettung?“ Nicht um jeden Preis! [“Euro’s salvation?“ Not at any price!] 

 

The picture above displays a one Euro coin swimming in the middle of the moving ocean. The 

sky is rather dark while a glimmer of a bright light hardly shines through the clouds in the upper 

right part of the picture. The phrase „Euro-Rettung?“ Nicht um jeden Preis! [“Euro’s 

salvation?“ Not at any price!], as well as the campaign slogan and the party’s logo, are placed 

in the same spots as identified previously.  
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Figure 8 - „Traditionell?“ Uns gefällt’s. [“Traditional?“ We like it.] 

 

The present poster portrays a family at the beach. The family consists of a father, a mother and 

two young girls who grab each other’s hands while jumping over a wave that hits the shore. All 

characters are depicted from the back. The sky in the back is illuminated by the sun in the center 

of the poster, which seems to be going down. The phrase „Traditionell?“ Uns gefällt’s. 

[“Traditional?“ We like it.] and the AfD slogan and logo are depicted as usual.  
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Figure 9 - MUT ZU DEUTSCHLAND [COURAGE TO STAND UP FOR GERMANY] 

 

Figure 9 differs from the prior introduced posters due to the style of the used phrase and also 

its position within the poster. The phrase does not consist of a short question in parenthesis 

followed by an answer but is rather formulated as a call to action „MUT ZU DEUTSCHLAND” 

[COURAGE TO STAND UP FOR GERMANY]. Hereby, it also needs to be highlighted that 

the claim is exclusively written in capital letters and centered in the upper middle of the poster. 

The background is colored in black, red, and gold in sync with the German national flag. The 

lower third of the poster contains the typical turquoise stripe. This way, the poster is still 

recognizable as part of the overall campaign. Nonetheless, the stripe does not contain the 

campaign slogan as usual. Instead of the slogan, the AfD homepage “afd.de“ is printed in white 

letters.  
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Figure 10 - „Neue Deutsche?“ Machen wir selber. [“New Germans?“ We’ll make our own.] 

 

The poster above portrays a white-skinned pregnant woman lying on a blanket on a green lawn. 

She is wearing a blue and white striped shirt that barely covers her belly and a pair of blue jeans. 

Her face is only partly visible. Nonetheless, the viewer can see that the woman is smiling. The 

phrase „Neue Deutsche?“ Machen wir selber. [“New Germans?“ We’ll make our own.] is 

positioned at the upper third of the poster. The lower third of the poster again is decorated with 

the slogan and logo of the AfD on a turquoise background.  
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Figure 11 - „Und was ist Ihr Grund für Deutschland zu kämpfen?“ Frauke Petry Vorsitzende der AfD [“And what 
is your reason to fight for Germany?“ Frauke Petry chairwoman of the AfD] 

 

Figure 11 portrays former chairwoman Frauke Petry with her recently born son in her arms. 

She gently holds his head in her right hand. It is apparent that she is wearing a wedding ring. 

Different than the previous posters, the comparatively longer phrase „Und was ist Ihr Grund für 

Deutschland zu kämpfen?“ Frauke Petry Vorsitzende der AfD [“And what is your reason to 

fight for Germany?“ Frauke Petry chairwoman of the AfD] is positioned in the upper right part 

of the poster. Furthermore, her name, as well as her former position, are mentioned below. The 

lower third of the poster is designed the same way as the majority of the posters before.   
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Figure 12 - „Sozialstaat?“ Braucht Grenzen! [“Welfare state?“ Needs limits!] 

 

The present poster depicts four black vultures standing on a red and white striped bar. None of 

them looks directly at the viewer. Below the bar, a wire mesh fence is visible. The background 

is characterized by a grey sky and dark green bushes. Also, a branch of a tree is depicted in the 

upper left of the poster. As the prior introduced examples, the phrase „Sozialstaat?“ Braucht 

Grenzen! [“Welfare state?“ Needs limits!] is positioned on the upper part of the poster, whereas 

the campaign slogan and the logo of the party are placed in the lower part.  
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Figure 13 - „Doppelspitze?“ Doppelt Spitze! Alexander Gauland & Alice Weidel trauen sich! [“Dual leadership?“ 
Twice as great! Alexander Gauland & Alice Weidel dare!] 

 

Figure 13 displays, similar to Figure 11, two former members of the AfD. Alexander Gauland 

is positioned on the left side of the poster. He is wearing a rather traditional old-fashioned 

business outfit. Gauland is positioned a little higher than his colleague Alice Weidel who is 

placed on the right side of the poster. The background is colored in a blue tone that is 

accentuated with a bright spot right next to Weidel’s head. The phrase „Doppelspitze?“ Doppelt 

Spitze! Alexander Gauland & Alice Weidel trauen sich! [“Dual leadership?“ Twice as great! 

Alexander Gauland & Alice Weidel dare!] is placed above. Both politicians are introduced as 

representatives of the party in the German Bundestag for the upcoming election. The 

positioning of the phrase and the turquoise stripe corresponds to the prior designs. Only the 

name description of the two protagonists is placed below their faces in the lower third of the 

poster.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



37 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 14 - „The Germans?“ Will not finance you a better life. 

 

The last poster is formulated in English and bears the phrase “The Germans?“ Will not finance 

you a better life. The phrase is accompanied by the depiction of a crowd, which is hard to 

identify since it is colored in black. Also, the foreground is unidentifiable due to the extensive 

use of the black color. The crowd is standing at the shore of the ocean as the small ocean part 

on the right side of the poster reveals. The background mainly occupied by the sky is depicted 

in yellow and orange colors, which might be an indicator for a sunrise or a sunset. The lower 

part of the poster contains as the prior examples the German name of the campaign as well as 

the logo of the AfD.   

 

As the presentation of the material has shown, five main topics are frequently depicted: the 

clash of Germans and immigrants who follow Islam (Figure 2-5), direct democracy (Figure 6), 
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financial issues (Figure 7, 12 and 14), the traditional family model (Figure 8, 10 and 11) and 

the candidates as representatives of the party (Figure 11 and 13). 

 

7. Analysis and Interpretation of Results  

In the following, the thirteen posters presented in the previous section are being analyzed and 

reflected upon the theoretical concepts and approaches introduced before. First, narrative 

techniques and elements are pointed out. Second, the created frames are presented. The results 

were gathered through the MCDA, which applied all the tools that were mentioned in the 

previous section. However, these tools are not directly referred to in the subsequent analysis. 

Instead, this chapter focuses on analyzing the results in connection to their theoretical 

background from a broader perspective. The results for each poster and each tool can be traced 

back in Appendix 1 on pages 64-80.   

 

As mentioned earlier, each of the 13 posters contains the party`s logo which consists of a red 

arrow, on a turquoise background and the inscription “Alternative für Deutschland” 

(Alternative for Germany). That is why it seems important to interpret the logo’s implications 

before analyzing the sample. The turquoise background transmits a calm relaxing atmosphere. 

Blue is considered as the color of trust, reliability and safety that even has a divine connection 

from a religious perspective (Vollmar, 2017; Wolf, 2011). This way, the AfD represents itself 

as a trustworthy party that outclasses its opponents. The red arrow is constructed as a curve that 

points up to the right. It symbolizes an upswing in Germany the party aims for. It can also be 

interpreted as a shift to the right from a political perspective. At the same time, the arrow has a 

phallic connotation, which expresses dominance. This interpretation can be connected to the 

AfD’s electorate which is characterized by a male voter base (Decker, 2018b). Furthermore, the 

color red expresses blood, love and vitality (Vollmar, 2017; Wolf, 2011). It can be interpreted 

as the party’s passion to fight for the German public and its future. Regarding the typology of 

the logo, it can be noted that “Alternative” (alternative) is written bigger than “für Deutschland” 

(for Germany) to emphasize the fact that the party offers a political alternative to the established 

parties the public might be dissatisfied with.   
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7.1 Narrative Techniques and Elements  

As discussed in the literature review, there exist several elements that influence the structure of 

a narrative. In the following, the narrative techniques and elements presented by Roselle et al. 

(2014) are used as the basis for the analysis, due to their emphasis on international politics: 

Characters/actors, setting, conflict/action, and its resolution. Furthermore, the different types of 

political characters introduced by Polletta (2015) are taken into consideration: Heroes/martyrs, 

villains/pawn/false idiots and victims.  

 

Actors/Characters  

The analysis has shown that most of the characters or actors who are visually depicted in the 

posters are representing German citizens who are unknown to the public such as the three young 

women in bikinis in Figure 2, three middle-aged women in traditional clothes in Figure 3, three 

wine queens in Figure 4, the pregnant woman in Figure 10 or the four-person family in Figure 

8. This way, the audience can identify itself with the portrayed actors. On the other hand, known 

AfD politicians have been portrayed, such as former chairwoman Frauke Petry with her son in 

Figure 11, as well as her colleagues and election candidates Alexander Gauland and Alice 

Weidel in Figure 13. By doing so, the party aims to raise awareness on who is representing the 

party’s interest in the German Bundestag. At the same time, the party becomes more 

humanized, which reduces the distance between the politicians and the public.  

 

In some cases, no actor is visually portrayed in the posters. Instead, symbolic representations 

for the main actors were integrated. The little piglet in Figure 5, for example, can be interpreted 

as a harsh critique of the religious customs of Muslims who object eating impure meat. Also, 

in Figure 12, the immigrants are indirectly represented through the four black vultures who 

create the impression of the immigrants exploiting the welfare state Germany. In Figure 14, the 

immigrants are even directly portrayed as an unknown black crowd. The wooden bells in Figure 

6 appear as a representation of the Swiss people who act as a role model to the Germans in 

terms of democratic practices whereas the drowning one Euro coin seems to be a reference to 

active politicians and the EU members who are currently facing some difficulties.  

 

But the analysis of the characters and actors within the AfD narrative is not only limited to the 

visual discourse. It should also include the actors that are not visually depicted in the posters 

but are referred to in the written discourse and its interaction with the visual implications. In 
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most of the posters, the AfD creates another actor who is the “threatening other” that stands in 

contrast to the German public. The party strategically conducts an us versus them division 

between the Germans and the immigrants. Polletta (2015) describes this division as an 

“opposition between a protagonist and antagonist, between purity and pollution” (p. 40). The 

portrayed Germans identify with traditional values and share a conservative world view. The 

immigrants, on the other hand, are guided by other cultural values which are mainly influenced 

by their religion. They are framed as villains since they are perceived as a threat to the German 

traditions and customs such as the way of dressing (Figure 2), drinking (Figure 4), eating 

(Figure 5), the development of the German population (Figure 8 and 10) or the high standard 

of living (Figure 12 and 14). Following Polletta’s (2015) types of characters, it can be stated 

that the German public is represented as a victim of both current politics and the threatening 

other. According to Polletta (2015), “political actors try to gain attention and support for their 

cause by telling compelling stories about ordinary people who have suffered” (p. 41). When 

classifying the AfD as a character, one can argue that the party represents itself as the hero of 

the people since the party warns the public from the “threatening other” and points to problems 

that might occur when the public does not speak up and requires political changes. This 

classification is further supported by the fact that heroes usually “align themselves with 

‘ordinary’ people” (Polletta, 2015, p. 39) who is the main target group of the party and mostly 

depicted in the sample.    

 

Setting  

The setting of a narrative describes where the action takes place (Roselle et al., 2014). After 

reviewing the thirteen posters, it can be stated that most motifs aim to represent a local, happy, 

German environment to emphasize the AfD’s focus on maintaining German values and 

traditions. The settings do not necessarily depict “real” locations in Germany. The written and 

visual discourse rather construct this association of a German environment. Figure 2 and 8, for 

example, depict different groups of people enjoying their day at the beachside. These pictures 

could have been taken anywhere but given the initiated discourses around Germany, one can 

argue that they were taken at the North- or Baltic Sea. The same applies to other examples: 

Figure 3 depicts three women in front of a cornfield. Germany is not the only country in the 

world whose agriculture relies on grains but within the present context, this setting is interpreted 

as a German countryside. This observation can also be transferred to the wine yard in poster 

three or the green lawns in Figure 5 and 10. Figure 6, on the contrary, aims for the representation 

of a Swiss environment instead of a German one, expressed through typical wooden bells, 
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which are decorated with the Swiss flag and alpine plants. Also, Figure 7 indicates a non-

German setting as a result of the interaction between the written and visual discourse that 

addresses the Euro crisis. The one Euro coin seems to drown in the “endless sea of debts” which 

resulted from the practices of the European Union. Different than the motifs before, this 

depiction does not aim to represent an authentic environment. The setting seems rather staged 

to visualize better the underlying message of the Euro and the European Union of “going 

down”. The same applies to the candidate Figure 11 and 13, which are not characterized by an 

ordinary setting. Their faces are portrayed in the center of the posters in front of a plain 

background to not distract from the party’s representatives. Particularly interesting are also the 

dark settings of Figure 12 and 14 that communicate an uncomfortable feeling. The black 

vultures on the bar in Figure 12 who are surrounded by a dark grey sky seem to represent the 

lull before the storm whereas the stranded black crowd in Figure 14 transfers the feeling of the 

threatening unknown.   

 

Conflict/Action  

The conflict or action asks, “who does what to who or what, and what reactions and interactions 

follow from that? […] This may also point to the identification of perceived dangers, and by 

whom and how this danger should be confronted” (Roselle et al., 2014, p. 75). It is furthermore 

recommended to consider the past, present, and future of a conflict (Roselle et al., 2014).  

 

Based on the analysis of the posters, it can be argued that the main conflict of the AfD narrative 

is created around the immigrants and the Germans. The narrative strand of the immigrants 

threatening the German nation started with the migration crisis in 2015 and formed part of the 

AfD’s strategic political communication since then (Decker, 2018a). The analyzed sample 

shows that the focus of the posters relies on the cultural differences between the immigrants 

and the Germans by highlighting how they clash with each other and how they might be even 

threatening to the German everyday life. Crucial is the observation that most of the addressed 

differences are based on the religious practices of the immigrants that require women to wear 

Burkas (Figure 2 and 4), avoid eating impure meat (Figure 5) and drinking alcoholic beverages 

(Figure 4). But also, the great differences among the birthrates of Germans and North Africans 

are thematized in the posters (Figure 10) and further contribute to the conflict (AfD, 2017).  

 

Besides these cultural differences, the analyzed posters also address other, minor conflicts 

within the AfD’s narrative. Figure 7 and 12, for example, emphasize the topic of the welfare 
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state of Germany. Figure 7 points to the issue of the EU crisis and criticizes the fact that wealthy 

countries such as Germany are financially supporting the weaker ones by getting into debts 

themselves. A similar situation is addressed in Figure 12. This time the financial support counts 

for the immigrants who are framed as part of the public that is living on the expenses of the 

hard-working Germans. In both cases, the AfD creates the conflict around the issue of wealth 

which is threatened through the practices of current politicians the public cannot intervene in.  

 

Another conflict which exists in the AfD’s narrative is connected to the traditional family 

model. This conservative point of view stands in conflict with more modern ones that tolerate 

different family models which is why it can be argued that the AfD does not only create a 

conflict between the immigrants and the Germans but also within the German public itself. 

Interesting is the fact that the written discourse of the posters heavily uses key terms that arise 

in the public discourse. These terms are often controversially discussed and provoke the 

audience to engage in public discourse: Burka, Islam, Euro´s salvation, diversity, people’s voice 

or welfare state are usually mentioned in the question part of the written discourse and marked 

in parenthesis what makes them appear as an excerpt of a direct quote. This way the party 

creates a dialogue around the conflicts which are constructed as an interactive discourse 

between the critics of the party represented through the question part and the AfD itself 

represented through the provided answer that reflects their stance on the given topic. Only 

Figure 14 can be interpreted as an exception since it directly addresses the immigrants as the 

target group of the written message.  

 

Resolution  

Based on the prior introduced narrative techniques, it can be stated that the resolution to the 

perceived conflicts seems quite simple for the party’s audience: vote for the AfD in the 

upcoming federal elections. The party will implement stricter rules and regulations for EU 

members, strengthen family policy, protect Germany and its traditions, support the hard-

working citizens and implement better border controls (AfD, 2017; posters). Interesting is the 

fact that this resolution is not immediately visible in the poster communication of the AfD. On 

the contrary, the conclusion of the AfD as the solution to the perceived threats originates from 

the campaign slogan “I dare you, Germany!”. This phrase is formulated as a call to action that 

expects the public to speak up for their rights without being ashamed. As a consequence, the 

individual feels valued for its opinion and at the same time empowered to influence politics 

although the AfD is the actor that benefits from the vote.  
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7.2 Frames 

The analysis of the created frames is guided by the categories provided by Rau (2017) and 

Breeze (2019) from the literature review in chapter four, which are subsequently being 

combined since they address similar frames even though they have different names assigned: 

Rau’s (2017) “savior plot” is similar to Breeze`s category “threat from the outside” where the 

immigrants are framed as threatening to the German public that needs to be saved or protected. 

The “subjectivity plot” introduced by Rau (2017) as well as Breeze’s (2019) frame “the people” 

refer both to the German public including their values and traditions which the AfD aims to 

maintain. Also, Rau’s (2017) “blaming plot” goes hand in hand with Breeze’s (2019) category 

of “the enemy” which is framed as the elites. Based on these suggestions, the following frames 

are being used for the analysis: (1) Immigrants as a threat to the German nation, (2) AfD as 

protector of Germany, its values and traditions and (3) elites as scapegoats for the 

dissatisfaction among the public. It was not necessary to add any additional categories. Hereby, 

the connection to Goffman’s (1986) framing theory needs to be outlined. The frames that are 

being analyzed in the following, function as a requirement for the interaction among the social 

group that shares the same frames (Goffman, 1986). Therefore, it is expected that the social 

group that is addressed in the poster communication of the AfD already shows certain 

characteristics in their opinions that somewhat align with the introduced frames.  

 

7.2.1 Immigrants as a threat to the German nation  

The analysis of the posters shows a strong focus on the frame of immigrants as a threat to the 

German nation. In seven out of thirteen posters, immigrants- including their cultural values and 

particularly their religious customs and habits- are being framed as threatening to the German 

culture. This frame is highly connected to Gidden’s (1991) concepts of ontological security and 

existential anxiety. By increasing the insecurities and intensifying the perceived threat, the AfD 

contributes to the feeling of existential anxiety which results in the need to reestablish a state 

of psychological well-being which is described as ontological security (Gidden, 1991). This is 

achieved through the social construction of an abject other who does not belong to the own 

social group (Kinnvall, 2004).  In the given example, this abject other represents the immigrants 

as the following examples confirm. 

 

In Figure 2, for example, the creators refer to the clothing style of female immigrants who 

affiliate with the Muslim faith with the short question “Burkas?”. The response the party 
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provides (“We prefer Bikinis”) emphasizes the difference between the immigrants and the 

Germans what constitutes an us versus them division. This division is indicated by the word 

“we” which distinguishes between two groups of people: the Germans who prefer the Western 

style of dressing by wearing skimpy colorful bikinis at the beach and the others whose belief 

system contradicts with this view and rather advocates for black burkas which cover the female 

body. The creators of the poster seem to be assuming that the audience can draw the connection 

between the burka as a religious symbol and its representation for Islam. Interesting about this 

poster is also the depiction of the three women and the environment they are located in. The 

women are not only portrayed as thin, white-skinned and skimpily dressed but also depicted 

from their backside. Especially striking is the positioning of their buttocks in the center of the 

image, which directly attracts the viewers’ attention and sexualizes the women by reducing 

them to their outer appearance. This presentation furthermore calls for male protection against 

the religious practices of the Muslim influenced immigrants who endanger the equality between 

man and woman in the country. The party considers the Burka and Niqab, for example, as a 

sign for female oppression. The environment conveys a vacation mood which is triggered by 

the white sand, ocean, and sun surrounding the protagonists.  

 

Based on these observations, it can be argued that the AfD constitutes the immigrants in general 

and their religious customs and habits in particular as a threat to the German clothing style 

where bikinis are exchanged with burkas. On this occasion, it must be highlighted that this 

depiction is quite ironic as Lessinger and Holtz-Bacha (2019) pointed out before, nonetheless 

this depiction creates a feeling of existential anxiety since it refers to possible changes within 

German society which might not be appreciated. At the same time, this depiction emphasizes 

national values the party aims to maintain, which can be interpreted as a reference to the concept 

of nationalism.  

 

Also, Figure 4 addresses the topic of burka. Similar to the previous example, the creators 

established an us versus them division by making use of written as well as visual discursive 

choices. The response to the question “Burka?” contributes to that division on different levels. 

The phrase “I prefer Burgundy” strongly suggests that the person represented through the word 

“I” does not identify with “Burka”. He prefers Burgundy, which is expressed through three 

women in different age groups who hold a glass of white Burgundy in their right hands. This 

wine is considered as a German product which is supported by the representation of the women 

as wine queens since they are wearing small tiaras. That might be an indicator for a German 
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tradition which is prevalent in areas where wine is usually produced, for example, the regions 

around the Moselle or Palatinate (Mosel, 2019). Striking about the phrase is the fact that both 

parts of the phrase address different religious aspects: The word “Burka” can be understood as 

a reference to the clothing style of female Muslims as pointed out earlier which stands in 

contrast to the traditional dresses of the women in the center of the poster which are usually 

characterized by a low neckline. “Burgundy”, on the other hand, is an alcoholic drink which is 

usually frowned upon among Muslims. The protagonists in the poster, on the contrary, seem to 

enjoy the wine. They are even animating the viewer to join them for drinks by directly looking 

at him and raising the glasses in his direction what communicates a positive feeling as the 

example before. This way, the creators emphasize the cultural differences between the Germans 

(“us”) and the immigrants (“them”). The immigrants are constituted as a threat to the common 

German traditions portrayed in the poster since they contradict with the Muslim belief system. 

Again, one can argue that this approach is quite ironic (Lessinger & Holtz-Bacha, 2019). 

Nonetheless, it emphasizes the feeling of existential anxiety since it refers to possible erosion 

of German traditions which need to be protected. At the same time, it underlines German 

traditions and values that reflect the concept of nationalism, which seems essential in the party’s 

political communication.    

 

A similar strategy can be observed in Figure 5. This time the cultural differences between the 

Germans and the immigrants are addressed based on eating habits. The phrase “’Islam?’ Does 

not belong to our kitchen” suggests an us versus them division between the followers of the 

Islam (“them”) which is associated with immigrants and the Germans (“us”) who have different 

eating habits than their counterpart what is expressed through the phrase “our kitchen”. This 

claim is supported by the visual of a little piglet on a green lawn which acts as a representation 

of typical German food. At the same time, the creators seem to presuppose that the viewer of 

this poster is aware that Muslims usually do not eat pork because of their religion. This further 

emphasizes the us versus them division. Also, in this case, the immigrants represented through 

the word “Islam” are framed as a threat that could intervene in German traditions: Their 

religious beliefs do not only contradict with German values in terms of clothes and drinking 

habits but also eating habits which form a crucial part of everyday public life. This depiction 

contributes to the feeling of existential anxiety caused by the “strange other”, but at the same 

time visually emphasizes the national values one should fight for to restore ontological security.    
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The frame of the threatening other is also constituted in Figure 3. This time the creators did not 

focus on one particular cultural difference, which functions as proof for the underlying message 

that immigrants do not fit in the German society. They rather point to the fact that the 

immigrants are not welcomed in Germany. The reason for this stance is expressed through the 

claim “’Colorful diversity?’ We already have that” which is accompanied by three middle-aged 

women who are dressed in traditional clothes. The women represent different areas in Germany 

such as Bavaria, Niedersorben and the Black Forest what is supposed to demonstrate the already 

existing diversity in the country visually. They are situated in the countryside in front of a 

yellow field which can be interpreted as a reference to the agriculture sector and simple labor 

that over the years had immense importance for the German economy. Half of the area of the 

federal republic, for example, is still used for agriculture (IVA, 2019). The women make a 

thumbs up to express their happiness about the current situation they are portrayed in where 

nothing should change to not endanger German traditions. Hereby, the creators systematically 

differentiate between the immigrants who would further influence the country’s diversity 

(“them”) and the Germans (“us”) who consider themselves as already rich in terms of diversity 

and therefore reject any possible changes. Within this recurring us versus them division, the 

immigrants are framed as a threat to the German diversity, which might disappear if more 

migrants enter the country. This way, the party seeks to achieve both stimulate the feeling of 

existential anxiety and propagating national values to fight this anxiety.  

 

Also, in Figure 10, immigrants are framed as a threat to the German nation. This time the focus 

of the poster lies on the development of the German population. The topic of reproduction is 

addressed through a pregnant young woman whose belly is barely covered. She is wearing a 

blue and white striped pullover as a representation for the party’s colors. Although her face is 

not completely visible, the viewer can see the rather Western looking woman smiling what 

conveys her happiness about the pregnancy. The unborn child is referred to with the written 

phrase “New Germans?”. Hereby, it needs to be outlined that the term “New Germans” has 

multiple meanings and also refers to descendants of immigrants living in Germany who came 

to the country because of work, war, or religious persecution (Reimann, 2015). The party, on 

the other hand, rejects this implication by providing the answer “We’ll make our own” which 

underlines the nationalistic values of the party. This phrase can further be interpreted as a 

reference to the sexual reproduction of the German public which communicates the message 

that the public does not need immigrants to increase or stop the population from shrinking what 

indicates an us versus them division. This remark is supported through the usage of the words 
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“we” and “our own” what creates an inner and an outer group: The Germans (“us”) and the 

immigrants (“them”). Hereby, the party refers to the birthrates of Germany (1.4) and Africa 

(4.5) as pointed out in the background chapter which indicates an aging and shrinking European 

population while the population in Africa and Arab Muslim countries of the Middle East is 

quickly growing. This way the AfD frames the immigrants as a threatening other who will 

“overrun” Europe including Germany due to their higher birth rates what increases insecurities 

among the German public and leads to a feeling of existential anxiety. This anxiety is used by 

the AfD to communicate one of their key values: the traditional family model. The party aims 

to encourage the German public to have children by propagating reforms in family policy. This 

remark is presented as a possible solution to the imposed threat from the “strange other”.  

 

This aspect is furthermore observable in Figure 11 which portrays former chairwomen Frauke 

Petry with her recently born son. On the one hand, she is represented as a role model for the 

traditional family model the party is advocating for. On the other hand, she is depicted as a 

simple mother who forms part of the German society rather than as AfD politician. The frame 

of the immigrants as threatening to the German nation is majorly created around the written 

phrase “And what is your reason to fight for Germany?”. “Fight” is a connotative term that is 

often associated with war. In the given case, it seems like Germany is currently facing a threat 

that needs to be fought without actually naming it. This way, the public is offered room for 

interpretation of what is meant by this threat. But having in mind the previous examples it seems 

obvious that the party is probably referring to the immigrants. Since the topic of reproduction 

is indirectly addressed within this example, a similar interpretation as in Figure 10 seems 

comprehensive.  Based on this observation, it can be argued that the AfD follows a two-layered 

communication approach according to which the “threat from the outside” is either addressed 

directly or indirectly. This way the party targets two different groups of voters: Those that 

appreciate the harsh open critique in the direct posters and those who rather prefer a less 

aggressive subtle approach which enables the audience to reach their own conclusions of the 

seen content.  

 

The frame of the threatening other is also identifiable in the last Figure 14. Hereby, it needs to 

be outlined that the poster is primarily directed at the immigrants since the phrase is formulated 

in English for the first time. This shows that the creators presuppose that all the immigrants do 

not speak any German since they are not considered as members of the nation that share the 

same language (De Cleen 2017). Also, the immigrants are directly addressed through the word 
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“you” (“them”). Again, an us versus them division is created. Different than before “The 

Germans” (“us”) are referred to in the first part of the phrase and not in the second one what 

seems comprehensible since the approach is reversed for this example. The topic depicted in 

the poster is about financial aid. The phrase “’The Germans?’ Will not finance you a better life” 

suggests that the money from the German public is used by the state to support the immigrants 

financially, which is criticized by the party. They frame “The Germans” as wealthy people who 

earned their money through hard work. The immigrants, on the other hand, are portrayed as an 

unknown black crowd standing at the shore of the ocean. This depiction suggests that they 

entered the country illegally by sea what questions their right to be in Germany. On top of that, 

they are framed as economic refugees who want to profit from the welfare state of Germany 

and live at the expenses of others. Herby, any other possible connotations are systematically 

excluded, such as other reasons for fleeing from their mother country or bureaucratic obstacles 

in finding a job. Based on these findings, it can be stated that the immigrants are framed as a 

threat to the wealth of the hard-working German public, which intensifies the feeling of 

existential anxiety. Considering the electorate of the AfD, this message is expected to be 

particularly effective among those AfD supporters that are currently experiencing difficulties 

in their current careers (Decker, 2018b). Especially interesting about the given phrase is also 

the assumption of the party that “The Germans” share the same opinion as the AfD, since the 

future tense “will” is used which foresees a future where the AfD is in power and prevents the 

public from exactly these refugees. 

 

7.2.2 AfD as protector of Germany, its values and traditions 

In the following, the frame of the AfD as protector of the German people, their values and 

traditions from the immigrants is being introduced by reflecting upon the previous introduced 

posters. Hereby, it needs to be outlined that the analysis is guided by different clusters that 

describe the German people and their values which are a Western style of living, German 

traditions, the traditional family model, Germany as a welfare state, democracy, and Germany 

as the mother country. These clusters are highly connected to the concept of nationalism since 

the discourse is “structured around the […] nation envisaged as a limited and sovereign 

community that exists through time and is tied to a certain space, and that is constructed through 

an in/out (member/non-member) opposition” (De Cleen, 2017, p. 342) as subsequently shown.    
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As pointed out earlier, Figure 2 shows three young women in colorful, short bikinis while 

walking on the seaside. This depiction is a reflection on the Western style of dressing, which is 

very common at German beaches. The visual is presented in contrast to the question part of the 

written phrase “Burkas?” which describes a full face-veil and is often worn by Muslima because 

of their religious faith. Since the AfD considers the Burka as a sign for female oppression the 

depiction of the three women can furthermore be interpreted as an expression for their 

independence and equality which the party wants to maintain (AfD, 2017). This remark is 

supported by the gaze of the protagonists. They are not looking directly at the viewer what 

transmits the message that they do not care about the opinion of others. German women are 

given the freedom of choice, which is denied for Muslima. It furthermore underlines the clash 

of cultural values the AfD criticizes. That is why the party argues that Islam does not belong to 

Germany (AfD, 2017). This claim can also be transferred to Figure 5. The portrayal of the little 

piglet and the written phrase “’The Islam?’ Does not belong to our kitchen” communicates the 

message that German eating habits do not match those of the Muslim community as pointed 

out earlier. This once again emphasizes cultural differences among Germans and Muslim 

influenced immigrants 

 

The second cluster deals with German national traditions. The women in Figure 3, for example, 

wear traditional dresses: The Bavarian Dirndl (left), the traditional clothes of the Niedersorben 

(middle) and the typical Bollenhut from the Black Forest (right). Hereby, the creators seek to 

show the public how diverse Germany already is in terms of culture and at the same time 

expresses the aim to maintain this rich cultural heritage which is valued by its members. This 

is shown by the smiling facial expressions of the three women, their open posture and their 

upturned thumbs. The same applies to Figure 4. Again, three women are portrayed in traditional 

clothes - this time, the women represent different age groups. The poster transfers a positive, 

happy feeling due to the rich colors in the back and the women who are animating the viewer 

to join them for drinks. Crucial about this depiction is, as pointed out earlier, what this scenery 

connotes. In the written discourse, the creators refer to the Islamic religion, which is expressed 

through the word “Burka”. This reference stands in conflict with the visual since alcoholic 

drinks are frowned upon Muslims. Therefore, it can be argued that the poster communication 

of the AfD focused another time on presenting cultural differences between Germans and the 

“strange other” that are incompatible. That is why the visual portrayal only reflects the German 

values and traditions the party aims to preserve. 
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An important aspect within the AfD’s political agenda is the traditional family model the party 

advocates for. Especially the topic of reproduction and the value of having a family is frequently 

depicted in the analyzed posters and presented as something traditional German. Figure 8, for 

example, portrays a happy family who spends the day at the beach. The “traditional” family, as 

mentioned in the written discourse, consists of a father, a mother and two daughters. The sun 

in the center of the picture seems to predict a positive future for them. The written discourse 

“’Traditional?’ We like it” indicates that the party already presupposes that not all Germans 

share that opinion. The party seems to be aware that the value of the traditional family model 

clashes with more modern views on family and marriage. Nonetheless, the AfD is upfront and 

not ashamed to appreciate more conservative stances that are essential for their campaign 

program. Also, Figure 10 aims to express the value of having a family which is portrayed 

through a pregnant woman who is lying on a green lawn. She is smiling and touching her belly 

to express her excitement about the pregnancy and the motherly bond. The hand further acts as 

a form of protection for her child, which is particularly interesting considering the white and 

blue stripes of her shirt that covers her belly. These colors are the same the party claims for 

itself what represents the party as protector of the traditional value of a family. The question 

part of the written discourse “New Germans?” refers to German newborns the party wants to 

support throughout their childhood and not to the children of immigrants who are usually 

associated with that term (Reimann, 2015). The traditional family model is on top of that, 

addressed in the candidate Figure 11 of former chairwomen Frauke Petry. As already pointed 

out earlier, she is depicted as a role model for the German public. This message is not only 

constructed through the portrayal of her as a caring mother for her son as in the poster but also 

through the fact that she already gave birth to four children (six today). Therefore, Petry counts 

with a large family what is exactly what the party aims for. Hereby, it needs to be outlined that 

also the value of marriage is portrayed in the present poster since Petry is wearing a wedding 

ring. Petry is married to former AfD politician Markus Pretzell whom she has two children with 

(“Frauke Petry”, 2019). Another aspect which is important to point out is the casual business 

clothes Petry is wearing, which communicates the message that women can have both, a career 

and a family. This way, the creators of the poster reduce the distance between the politician 

Petry and the public and rather represent her as one of their own.  

 

Also, the financial situation of the country contributes to the frame of the AfD as the protector 

of the German nation. Germany is presented as a wealthy strong country that needs to be 

protected to stay competitive and maintain the German standard of living for its citizens. In 
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Figure 7, for example, the EU rescue funds are being criticized. Within the poster, a one Euro 

coin seems to drown in the middle of the sea. This depiction represents the complicated situation 

the members of the Eurozone are currently facing. Many countries are struggling and in need 

of financial support from wealthier countries such as Germany who run into debts themselves 

(AfD, 2017). With this poster, the creators foresee a dark future for the German country. If it 

does not leave the European Union, it will “drown in debts”. The only way out of this misery 

is expressed through the sun coming hardly through the clouds in the back on the right side of 

the poster. The sun indicates a positive change which will only take place when following the 

AfD’s demands of leaving the European Union or conducting radical changes within EU 

policies. This claim is supported by the written discourse “’Euro’s salvation?’ Not at any price!” 

which indicates that the procedures in place to financially support other EU members do not 

work as they are supposed to. On the contrary, they seem to cost a lot of money. This remark is 

supported by Figure 12, which refers to Germany as a welfare state. The creators construct the 

message that Germany is not only financially supporting other EU members but also people on 

the inside. Hereby, the party does not seem to refer to German citizens who are profiting from 

the welfare state but rather immigrants due to the wordplay of “Needs limits/borders” which 

can either mean limitations in respect to who should be enabled to get financial aid or borders 

as reference to illegal immigration to wealthier countries such as Germany that took place in 

the past. The people that are benefitting from Germany’s social system are portrayed through 

the depiction of four black vultures that transfer negative associations such as evil and death. 

Vultures are animals that usually eat on carrion, which is a dead body in the decay process 

(“Carrion”, 2019). Based on this, one can argue that the vultures can be interpreted as people 

exploiting the hard-working Germans. Considering previous examples, these people living on 

the expenses of others are framed as the immigrants. Consequently, the AfD claims for border 

controls as expressed in the written discourse “’The welfare state?’ Needs limits/borders”. The 

same applies to the visual discourse. The white and red striped bar and the sharp wire mesh 

fence are used as visuals for the borders to warn the immigrants (“them”) from trespassing and 

advocating for limits regarding the migration flow as well as the financial assistance for people 

entering the country. Both examples are addressing the German public. Figure 14, on the 

contrary, speaks directly to the immigrants but refers to the same topic. The written discourse 

“’The Germans?’ Will not finance you a better life” suggests what was portrayed in the previous 

example. It is assumed that the immigrants entering the country have exclusively an economic 

interest what would lead to an exploitation of the hard-working Germans. That is why the AfD 
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claims for stricter regulations to prevent the German public (“us”) from the immigrants 

(“them”).  

 

Another thematic aspect that falls in the frame of the AfD acting as protector of the German 

country is democracy. This topic is addressed in chapter one of the AfD’s election program 

(AfD, 2017) and visually depicted in Figure 6 as well as partly in the candidate figures 11 and 

13. Figure 6 advocates for direct democracy as conducted in Switzerland. This remark is based 

on the written discourse “’People’s voice?’ Direct democratic such as in Switzerland”. The 

phrase is supported by the visual portrayal of Swiss attributes as described earlier. These aspects 

can be interpreted as a reference to a traditional lifestyle in some parts of the country, which is 

a value that is highly appreciated by the AfD as previous analyses have already shown. 

Furthermore, the portrayal of the Swiss flag on the wooden bells can be understood as an 

expression for patriotism. In the given context, Switzerland is presented as a role model for 

Germany. The country is known for being objective, not interfering in other countries 

businesses and financially strong (“Vor 80 Jahren”, 2018; Jacquemart, 2018). These 

associations might lead to the expectation that also, the idea of direct democracy is a good one. 

Through the implementation of direct democracy, the AfD aims to empower the German 

citizens to participate in the political discourse. Within this context, the party especially refers 

to the question of whether Germany should or should not leave the European Union as 

addressed in Figure 7. This way, the party represents itself as protector of the people’s voice 

but at the same time pushes the audience in the direction of the party’s political agenda without 

them noticing. The topic of democracy is furthermore addressed in the candidate figures 11 and 

13 which depict former chairwoman Frauke Petry with her son and the party’s candidates for 

the federal election Alexander Gauland and Alice Weidel who apply for the dual leadership of 

the party. All protagonists are portrayed as representatives of the party’s interests whose main 

concern is protecting the people and the nation they live in. That includes the country’s 

sovereignty and democracy (AfD, 2017).   

 

The last thematic aspect that contributes to the frame of the AfD as protector of Germany is 

patriotism. In most posters, this topic is indirectly addressed and often on the verge of being 

even nationalistic due to its racist tendencies as in figures 2 to 6 and 14 where cultural 

differences and needs are being instrumentalized to create an inner and outer group (Balibar, 

1991). Figure 9, on the other hand, can rather be interpreted as an expression of a patriotic 

message. The poster’s background is colored in black, red and gold, which represents the 
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German national flag and expresses values of unity and solidarity. In the center, the written 

phrase “Courage to stand up for Germany” is placed. The written discourse differs from prior 

examples that usually consist of a small question and a party compliant answer. In the present 

poster, on the contrary, the party creates a call to action. The German public is asked to act 

courageous and speak up for their country. According to the phrase, the public needs to step out 

of its comfort zone, especially in times of crisis. Hereby, it needs to be outlined that this phrase 

was frequently applied as a linguistic tool to specific topics addressed in the election program 

of AfD, although it wasn’t the campaign’s main slogan. The party, for example, advocated for 

having the courage to have children as in chapter 7.6 or to have the courage to diversify 

educational levels as in chapter 8 (AfD, 2017).  

 

7.2.3 Elites as scapegoats for the dissatisfaction among the public  

The frame of the elites acting as scapegoats for the dissatisfaction among the public identified 

by Rau (2017) and Breeze (2019) is not as visible in the poster communication of the AfD as 

the other ones. The identified narrative is mainly constructed around the frames of the German 

nation in contrast to an abject other that is threatening the countries cultural and financial assets. 

This threatening other is mostly connected to the immigrants who are blamed for the current 

difficulties rather than politicians and EU representatives. Indeed, one can argue that especially 

Figure 7 and Figure 12 can be interpreted as a form of criticizing the elites for their past actions 

in handling the EU crisis and immigration crisis. Nonetheless, this critique is not directed at 

specific parties or politicians. It is rather pointing to necessary changes that merely the German 

public can initiate through a vote for the AfD which is framed as the only party caring about 

the German public and its future. The reason for this depiction might be connected to the 

German poster regulations, which are characterized by a fine line between content related 

criticism and defamatory statements (Witte, 2017). Since this frame is partially addressed in 

two posters only, it is not further elaborated on. Instead, greater attention is paid to the frames 

of the immigrants as a threat to the German nation and the AfD as protector of Germany, its 

values and traditions.  

 

8. Conclusion 

The AfD celebrated a great success during the federal election in 2017, where the party 

managed to increase their follower base by 7.9% (Statista, 2019b). To contribute to the 



54 

 

 
 
 
 

understanding of what this far-right wing party does to promote its growing popularity among 

the German public, the thesis’ goal was to analyze the strategic political communication of the 

AfD. The analysis focused on identifying the particular narratives and frames of the poster 

campaign “I dare you, Germany!” by conducting an MCDA.  

 

The study showed that in these posters, the AfD bases its communication around one main 

conflict: The German public versus the immigrants. Two aspects that mainly contribute to 

framing this conflict are “the threat from the outside” and “Germanness” that are frequently 

expressed through the us versus them division in the posters. The immigrants are mostly framed 

as the threatening strange other whose cultural values and religious beliefs contradict those of 

the German public. This threat is usually addressed in the question part of the written discourse, 

for example, through expressions such as “Burka?”, “Burkas?”, or “Islam?”. The provided 

answer in the written discourse, on the contrary, depicts the opinion of the AfD on that topic, 

which is characterized by a negative stance towards it. This opinion is supported through the 

visuals which portray aspects that are usually common in Germany but contradict with the 

Muslim faith. In this way, the creators of the posters emphasize cultural and ideological 

differences based on clothing styles (e.g. burka versus bikini), eating habits (e.g. eating impure 

meat such as pork) and drinking habits (e.g. drinking alcoholic beverages). Nonetheless, the 

strange other is not only framed as threatening to the German cultural heritage but also its 

prosperity. The immigrants are framed as economic migrants who try to benefit from the 

welfare state of Germany. They are described as refugees that aim to exploit the hard-working 

public rather than seeking shelter from war. Starting from the omnipresent threat constructed 

by the AfD, the party represents itself as the savior of the German nation, its traditions, and 

values which they aim to maintain and protect from the Muslim influence which is not 

considered a part of Germany.  

 

The analysis of the posters also shows that they seek to elicit fear and hatred towards the 

“strange other” to increase the insecurities perceived by the German public in order to intensify 

their need to securitize subjectivity. Securitizing subjectivity is connected to the concept of 

nationalism. By turning to political parties such as the AfD that pursue nationalistic ideas, 

people tend to draw boundaries between their inner group of ethnical Germans and the outer 

group of immigrants or non-Germans. This action is facilitated by the visual representation of 

German values, traditions, and customs the public is expected to value. This way, the party 

unites the German public against the strange other who seems to threaten the public’s cultural 
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heritage and prosperity, which partly explains why the AfD is so successful among the German 

public.  

 

Based on these remarks, the research questions are being answered. Research question one 

aimed to identify the narrative techniques and elements the party implements in their poster 

communication. The analysis showed that in most cases, the German public is presented as the 

victim of the threatening villains who reflect the immigrants. The AfD is depicted as the hero 

of this plotline who can resolve this situation. The party aims to unite the threatened public to 

fight alongside them against the immigrants and maintain Germany the way it was before the 

immigration crisis in 2015. Following this plotline, it can be argued that the conflict most likely 

takes place on German ground, which is further supported by the visual discourses present in 

the posters.  

 

Research question two focuses on identifying the frames that are created in the political 

communication of the AfD. The analysis determined two major frames that are highly 

connected. “The immigrants as a threat to the German nation” frames the immigrants as 

someone who is too different from being integrated into German society, unwilling to adapt to 

the German way of living and furthermore tries to exploit the hard-working citizens of the 

country financially. This way, the immigrants are framed as a problem every member of the 

German society is going to be confronted with in some way. The party, on the other hand, is 

framed as “the protector of Germany, its values and traditions” who stands up for the people, 

aims to empower them to participate in the political discourse and requires changes in respect 

to migration, financial aid, and family policies. The only solution the party presents to solve all 

the problems addressed in their poster communication is motivating the German public to speak 

up and question current politics by voting for the AfD during the upcoming federal elections.  

 

What this study indicates about the political communication strategies of the AfD has potential 

implications for democracy. Democracy empowers the public to participate in the political 

discourse through the right of voting for representatives who make decisions in favor of the 

people’s interest. Since the AfD challenges current politics and actively encourages the German 

public to have the “courage to stand up for Germany” and “dare”, one can argue that the AfD 

contributes to democracy. Nonetheless, one needs to question the party’s techniques to reach 

their political objectives. As the analysis pointed out, the political communication of the AfD 

targets the threats of the public and instrumentalizes them for their political gain. They do this 
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at the expense of the nation’s peace. The socially constructed frame of the threatening other 

may fuel hatred among the German public and complicate the integration process of immigrants 

in European societies rather than contribute solutions. This problem is even intensified through 

the frequent communication of nationalistic values which seem to have the power to “override 

rationality” (Chernobrov, 2016, p. 584) since the posters show racist tendencies. This raises 

questions for the political party campaigning in Europe. Will the influence of far right-wing 

parties in Europe increase, for example, in the European Parliament elections this May?3 How 

will the campaign strategies of these parties evolve? And even more important, what does that 

indicate for democracy? Will it have a destabilizing impact as several people fear or is the 

presence of these far right-wing parties rather a chance for the democracy to grow? These 

questions cannot be answered now but require further research that approaches this issue on a 

long-term perspective. It could be important, for example, to study how the public’s perception 

of far-right wing parties such as the AfD change throughout different election periods in 

connection with their campaign strategies, and how this influences their understanding of 

democracy.  

 

In conclusion, it can be stated that democracy must be able to resist such a shift to the right as 

Europe is currently experiencing. But, the public should be aware that far right-wing parties 

nowadays do not longer focus their political communication on hard topics but rather trigger 

the public’s emotions to achieve their political agenda what poses a risk: Through the political 

communication of the AfD, as an example, which is mocking immigrants and Muslims the 

boundaries between nationalism and racism become blurry. Therefore, the public needs to be 

cautious that racism doesn’t become socially acceptable because this would endanger 

democracy. 

  

                                                        
3 As stated in the updated foot note on page 1, the influence of far right-wing parties did increase 

during the European Parliament elections 2019 although not as much as experts predicted 

(European Parliament, 2019).  
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Appendix 

 

Appendix 1: Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis 

 

Figure 2 

 

Iconography  What is depicted?  

- Three young, white-skinned and thin women in bikinis 

walking on the beach towards the ocean 

- women being reduced to their bodies (representing the 

“ideal body”) 

- shown from their back side (highly sexualized) 

 

Ideas and values?  

- Freedom of choice (women are not judged for their outer 

appearance and style of dressing from a religious point of 

view) 

- being thin as admired value in German society (it is 

considered sexy) 

- Islam is not part of Germany (clash of values) 

- women look alike, seem as a homogenous group, typical 

Germans 

 

Attributes  - Bikini: Western way of dressing of females to go to the 

beach/swimming; scanty bikinis  

- Beach: Vacation, summer, sun, enjoyment  

- Ocean: wide, no limit, freedom  

- Women: traditional representation as thin, trained, good 

looking; being sexualized  

 

Settings - Beach at the ocean 

- Vacation mood triggered by white sand and blue sky 

 

Salience - Mainly on the buttocks of the women due to their colored 

bikinis and the selected image section centering the 

buttocks in the middle of the image  

- Women are positioned more to the right of the image and 

touch the part of the phrase which says “Wir steh’n auf 

Bikinis” as reference to the fact that the bikini girls belong 

to the Germans  

- No woman is touching the question “Burkas?” as reference 

to the fact that women wearing the burka are “not allowed” 

to be on the beach or the fact that wearing a Burka on the 

beach is quite unusual in Germany  

 



64 

 

 
 
 
 

Gaze - Not looking at the viewer 

o we (women) do not care how you look at us 

o we (women) do whatever we want  

o no one can tell us what to wear 

o we (women) are free 

 

Word Connotation - Burkas: covering up women; connection to Islam; 

expression for how their culture is different from the 

German culture  

- Bikini: as contrast to Burka; showing the female body; 

covering only the very intimate parts; Western style  

 

Presupposition  - It is assumed that the person who reads this phrase is aware 

what a Burka is, how it looks like and who is usually 

wearing it  

 

Us versus Them - Division Is expressed through the word “we”  

- Divides people in “us” being in favor of bikinis and “them” 

being against them by preferring the Burka 

- The usage of the plural is furthermore a genericization of 

two different groups of people: the ones who are new in 

Germany and have a different religion which is why their 

women are wearing a burka (strange new) and the ones 

being us as the citizens of the German country where 

women can wear what they want to  

 

 

 

Figure 3 

 

Iconography What is depicted?  

- Three young women wearing a Bavarian Dirndl, the 

traditional clothes of the Niedersorben and the typical 

Bollenhut from the Black Forest  

 

Ideas and values? 

- German traditions 

- women look alike; seem as a homogenous group which 

represents “typical” traditional Germans 

- Expression of patriotism/nationalism 

 

Attributes - Bavarian Dirndl as reference to Bavarian tradition  

- Clothes of Niedersorben as reference to a small ethnic 

group living in east Brandenburg  

- Bollenhut as reference to the traditions of the Black forest  
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- Three women representing the already existing diversity in 

the country  

- Yellow field in the back as reference to the agriculture in 

Germany the party actively supports 

- Green bushes and trees as reference to nature  

- Blue sky communicates a positive feeling  

- Thumbs up from women as reference to the fact that the 

public is happy the way it is; no changes required; German 

tradition needs to be preserved 

- Happiness is also expressed by the smiling faces and open 

posture of the women 

 

Settings - On the countryside in front of a yellow cornfield under a 

blue sky 

 

Salience - Three women are positioned in the center of the picture 

- Due to their colorful clothes they immediately attract the 

viewers’ attention (e.g. the red hat) 

- Also, their happy faces, open posture and thumbs up are 

particularly outstanding  

 

Gaze - Directly at the audience to initiate a direct 

communication/dialogue 

 

Word Connotation - Bunte (colorful): positive, diverse 

- Vielfalt (diversity): indicates a variety of aspects that 

belongs to a whole (e.g. different cultures humans have) 

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that the reader of the phrase knows what is 

meant by colorful diversity (e.g. reference to people 

immigrating to Germany who are characterized by different 

religious backgrounds, cultures, habits, customs etc.)  

- Furthermore, it is assumed that the receiver of that poster 

knows what kind of national cultures the three women 

represent  

 

Us versus Them - Is expressed through the word “we” by separating the 

Germans (“us”) from an outer group being the strange new 

(“them”) who would contribute to the diversity in the 

country  

- Phrase “we already have that” and as rejection of the 

strange new  

- Euphemism “colorful diversity” advocates for immigration 

whereas the answer provided by the AfD rejects that 

diversity since Germany is considered as already diverse 

enough 
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- Distinction between the advocates for immigration and the 

AfD who wants immigration to stop  

 

 

 

Figure 4 

 

Iconography What is depicted?  

- Three women in three different age groups wearing a dirndl 

and a little tiara while standing in front of a wine-growing 

district holding each a glass of white wine (probably 

Burgundy)  

 

Ideas and Values? 

- Wine as traditional product produced in Germany 

- Dirndl as representation for German traditions 

- Women look alike, seem as a homogenous group, typical 

Germans  

 

Attributes - Wine glasses: Wine as German product; might be reference 

to the fact that alcohol is forbidden/rejected in other 

religions such as Islam (attempt to support us them 

division)  

- Dirndl: as representation of German traditions (youngest 

woman has girlie dirndl in pink, oldest has a grown-up 

dirndl in black with golden features)  

- Tiara: female accessory; indicator for wine queens; might 
be a supportive attribute to express the traditional gender 
model of a women being a princess or queen 

- Women (again three): traditional gender model  

- Wine-growing district: scenery of “being home”; German 

environment   

- Vines: to visualize the scenery of the wine-growing district 

better; show connection to German home-made products  

 

Settings - German wine district expressed by vine branches in the 

back 

Salience - The women are in the center of attention due to their 

colorful dresses and the wine glasses in their hands 

o Expression of the traditional gender model (women 

in dresses); sexualization; representation of different 

age groups  

o Wine as representation of a German product  

 

Gaze - Directly at the viewer to animate him to join them and have 

a drink with them  
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Word Connotations - Burka: full-face veil; connection to Islam; expression for 

how “their” culture is different from the German culture  

- Burgunder (Burgundy): specific wine being produced in 

Germany; traditional product (although it originates from 

France) 

- Mehr (more): in favor of Burgundy; Burgundy is valued 

more than the Burka  

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that the receiver of that poster knows what a 

burka is and what it stands for 

- It is furthermore presumed that the audience is aware of the 

fact that Burgundy is a German wine  

- On top of that the creators presuppose that it is common 

knowledge that Muslims do not drink alcoholic beverages  

 

Us versus Them - Expressed through the question representing “the other” and 

the answer representing me (“I”)  

- Comparison of two aspects where it is assumed that one 

side prefers the Burka and the other one the Burgundy 

(although they have technically nothing to do with each 

other)  

 

 

 

Figure 5 

 

Iconography What is depicted?  

- Piglet on a green field  

 

Ideas and values?  

- Pig as German product; Germans eat pork  

- Immigrants, on the contrary, do not due to religious belief 

- Little piglet arises positive feelings because it is very cute 

(how can you not like such a thing?)  

 

Attributes - Piglet: as representation of the German eating habits where 

eating pork is normal  

- Field: as reference to the fact that Germany has several pig 

farmers  

- Daisies and dandelions: as reference to typical flower on the 

green fields in Germany 

 

Settings - Outside; green luscious lawn  

 

Salience - Piglet in the center of the poster to highlight cultural 

differences between Germans and immigrants  
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Gaze - Slightly looking past the viewer in order to not directly look 

the piglet in the eye and feel guilt for eating this animal  

 

Word Connotations - Islam: religion that is rather uncommon in Europe; 

associations with migration, Muslims, their culture (e.g. 

stereotype that they have less respect for women) 

- Küche (kitchen): representing home (Germany); everyday 

example of how people following Islam do not match with 

the Germans (it is not only when it comes to drinking such 

as the Burgundy but also when it comes to food)  

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that viewer of the picture is aware that 

Muslims do not eat pork  

 

Us versus Them - Separation through the word “our”  

- Separation through question which depicts “them” (Islam) 

and the answer which depicts “us” (Germans) 

 

 

 

Figure 6 

 

Iconography What is depicted?  

- Two wooden bells with an emblem from the swiss flag 

accompanied by the two flowers gentians and edelweiss  

 

Ideas and Values?  

- Swiss attributes as expression of the Swiss country  

 

Attributes - Wooden bells: are often worn by animals living on the 

fields in the mountains so they can be heard by their 

shepherds (as reference to the Swiss mountains and their 

traditional lifestyle in some parts of the country; tradition is 

highly valued by the party what is why they try to point that 

commonality out) 

- Emblem: to visualize the country’s national colors/flag; 

expression of patriotism and nationalism  

- Flowers: typical flowers in the mountains; the mountains 

are highly associated with connotations about Switzerland  

 

Settings - Hard to determine since most of the background is not 

visible but according to the frequent depiction of Swiss 

attributes a Swiss environment is expected  
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Salience - The most salient attribute is the bell decorated by the Swiss 

emblem and the flowers in order to make clear what 

country is meant within the written phrase  

 

Gaze (not applicable since no characters are visible)  

Word Connotations - Volk (nation): Focus on the German nation which needs to 

unite; supports the us versus them distinction since “the 

others” are not considered as part of the nation because they 

just migrated to the country  

- Stimme (voice): as reference to common phrase “make your 

voice heard”; empower the individual to speak up for its 

interests and be able to fight against the elites with whose 

work the people are not satisfied with 

- Demokratisch (democratic): as counter action to the 

criticism of the AfD of not supporting democratic values; 

this way the party tries to show their supporters that they 

are still bound to the democracy and that the criticism from 

other parties or what the news media say is wrong  

- Schweiz (Switzerland): in Germany Switzerland is known 

for being objective, not interfering in other countries 

businesses whereas Germany seems to have a part in 

several occasions especially when it comes to the European 

Union; Switzerland as kind of role model that seems to 

work very well  

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that people are aware that some countries such 

as Switzerland practice direct democracy 

- Also, they assume that the people know what direct 

democracy stands for implies for them  

 

Us versus Them - Differentiation between “them” (being against direct 

democracy) and “us” (being in favor of direct democracy)  

 

 

 

Figure 7 

 

Iconography What is depicted?  

- Euro coin with cracks in the middle of the ocean  

 

Ideas and values?  

- Euro crisis 

- Euro is “going down”; changes are necessary; safe 

ourselves (Germany) rather than others  
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Attributes - Euro coin: as representation for the EURO zone; negative 

connotations because of the cracks in the coin; EURO zone 

seems to fall apart when the union continue as before 

- Ocean: represents the endless misery which will “drown” 

the European Union if no radical changes are being 

implemented 

- Sun: Sun coming slightly through clouds; comes from the 

right side (AfD as far-right wing party); sun symbolizes a 

possible positive change within this rough environment; 

that positive change is only possible when complying with 

the AfD’s demands of stepping out of the EURO zone or at 

least implementing radical changes within the EURO 

politics  

- Dark sky: represents the complicated situation the members 

of the EURO zone are currently in; many countries are still 

struggling although they were financially supported by 

wealthier countries; also, the wealthier countries are in 

difficult situations now since they ran into debts to save the 

weaker countries  

 

Settings - Negative environment communicated through a dark sky 

and a rough sea 

 

Salience - In the center of the picture there is a big Euro coin with 

bricks that is in danger of “going down” (Euro is a concept 

that does not work anymore; changes need to be done; 

otherwise all members using the Euro will go down in the 

near future)   

 

Gaze (not applicable since no characters are visible) 

Word Connotations - Euro-Rettung (Euro’s salvation): Euro as indicator for 

EURO zone with all its members; Rettung (salvation) 

indicates that something is not working well and that 

countries need to do something in order to save the Euro 

and the European Union 

- Um jeden Preis (at any cost): indicates that the EURO zone 

members need to financially invest in other countries in 

order to help them survive because they are all connected 

through the Euro 

- Nicht (not): not doing this at any cost as reference to the 

fact that wealthy countries already had to run into debts 

what harmed them more than they admit; Germany has to 

think about itself now rather than its neighbors  

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that the public is aware of the topic the poster 

aims to address (EU crisis)  
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- It is also presumed that the audience is aware of Germany’s 

role within this crisis (e.g. financially supporting other EU 

members who are financially and economically struggling)  

 

Us versus Them - “Us” represented through the Euro  

- “Them” represented through the water in which the Euro 

seems to drown/die (not all countries being a member of the 

EURO zone really belong there) 

 

 

 

Figure 8 

 

Iconography What is depicted?  

- Family jumping and grabbing each other’s hands at the 

seaside   

 

Ideas and values?  

- Family with children as expression for the value of tradition 

which is important to the party; depiction fulfills traditional 

gender roles in respect to how men and women are usually 

portrayed; traditional families with children are needed to 

protect Germany from being overrun by migrants; modern 

families cannot be as happy as traditional families like in 

this picture; modern families are described as career 

oriented people who do not have time for children or 

homosexual couples that are rejected by the party   

 

Attributes - Blue sky: vacation mood; good weather; positive feelings  

- Sun: coming through in the middle of the picture; family 

being “on the sunny side” of life  

- Family (man, women, two girls): traditional family which 

counts with a man and a woman (not man and man or 

woman and man or man alone or women) 

o Females: the females depicted in the picture all have 

long hair which stands in line with the traditional 

depiction of women (no short hair) 

o Children: children form part of traditional family 

model  

o Family members are jumping out of joy and 

happiness; grabbing each other’s hands as symbol 

for harmony within family 

o Man and woman depicted in same height expressing 

equality within the relationship; man and woman on 

the outer sides as expression for protecting their 

children  

- Ocean and beach: Family vacation  
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Settings - North- or Baltic Sea in Germany based on visual and 

written discourse 

 

Salience - The most salient aspect in the poster are the two children in 

the middle of the picture being blended by the sunlight 

- Especially their holding hands attract the viewers’ attention 

and connotates that having a sibling is amazing/together we 

are strong/let us unite (nationalism)  

 

Gaze - All four people are depicted from the back; that is why they 

do not look at the camera; parents seem to lock at their 

children (being proud/happy) whereas children seem to look 

at the ocean (and their bright future)  

 

Word Connotations - Traditionell (Traditional): Values, ideas or ways of living 

that are based on “old” views; thoee views might clash with 

more modern ones in today’s society  

- Uns (we): Uniting the people who agree with that view; 

takes away the shame of still being in favor of traditional 

views since there are more people who think that way  

- Gefällt das (like it): traditional views are valued by the 

party; up front; no shame; proud to share that traditional 

stance  

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that AfD supporter seeing that poster 

understand that there are people within the German public 

that reject the value of tradition and that they are different 

from “us” (supports the us versus them division) 

 

Us versus Them - “Us” expressed through the word “we”  

- “Them” represented through the counter stance this 

statement indicates what would be people rejecting a 

traditional lifestyle  

- This time the us versus them division takes place within the 

German public  

 

 

 

Figure 9 

 

Iconography What is depicted? 

- national flag of Germany 

Ideas and values? 

- Nationalism, unity, solidarity   

 

Attributes - Flag: symbolizes unity, solidarity and unity; flag seems 

blowing in the wind what represents the nation as being 

alive, active, ready to change something (political change?) 
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Settings - Patriotic/nationalistic environment due to the depiction of 

the flag 

 

Salience - Word “MUT” (COURAGE) 

o Word is bigger than GERMANY 

o it is written in capital letters to underline the 

importance of the message  

- Flag is not positioned horizontal but rather turned 45 

degrees to the left that is why the flag seems to flutter from 

the bottom left to the upper right; might be an indicator for 

the right-shift of German politics the party aims to address; 

angle stands in line with angle of the party’s arrow in the 

logo  

 

Gaze (not applicable since no characters are visible) 

Word Connotations - Mut (bravery, courage): indicates that courage among 

Germans for the country is currently not or only partly 

present; courage is needed in difficult/crisis situations 

where one needs to step out of its comfort zone (reference 

to the critical situation Germany is facing in respect to 

migration, asylum, euro crisis, etc.)  

- Deutschland (Germany): representing a homogenous nation 

that shares the same language, etc.  

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that some Germans lost faith in the country 

and/or need motivation to speak up for their country  

 

Us versus Them - “Us” identifying themselves with Germany 

- “Them” who do not consider themselves as Germans (e.g. 

because they migrated to the country; do not identify with 

German values and traditions, etc.)  

 

 

 

Figure 10 

 

Iconography What is depicted?  

- pregnant blonde women, lying on a blanket on a green field  

 

Ideas and values?  

- family as traditional value 

- baby as being the greatest thing in the world 

- family politics are important for the AfD; pro reproduction; 

Bio-Germans 

 

Attributes - Women: women as birth giving human; pregnant; although 

eyes not visible she is smiling (she is happy about being 
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pregnant); hand on her belly (is excited for her baby, sign of 

protection and motherly bond)  

- Field: reference to German countryside; lusciously green; 

Germany is doing good; they take care of their environment  

- Jeans: blue jeans as typical western way of dressing; no 

dress or skirt to express the women’s independence  

- Shirt with stripes: stripes make the women’s belly appear 

bigger to underline her pregnancy; shirt does not cover the 

whole belly which supports that observation; colors are in 

sync with the party’s colors   

 

Settings - Outside on a green field; sunny weather, positive 

connotated environment  

 

Salience - Belly in the center of the poster to underline the key 

message of reproduction  

 

Gaze - She seems to look at the camera although half of her face is 

cut out; that might be an attempt to let the receivers imagine 

themselves in the displayed position (“that could be you, 

have a baby yourself”)  

 

Word Connotations - Neue Deutsche (new Germans): is usually a common word 

which refers to the descendants of immigrants living in 

Germany who came to the country because of work, war, 

religion, etc.  

- Machen wir selber (“We’ll make our own”): as reference to 

the sexual reproduction of the German public; transports the 

message that the German public does not need immigrants 

to increase or stop the population from shrinking  

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that people are aware of the ambiguity of the 

term “new Germans” which can either mean the children of 

the immigrants or the children of the German public 

depending on individual interpretations  

  

Us versus Them - “Us” expressed by the phrase “We’ll male our own”  

- “Them” are framed as the immigrants who are not welcome 

to enter the country and have non-German children  

 

 

 

Figure 11 

 

Iconography What is depicted? 

- Chairwoman Frauke Petry holding her recently born son  

 

Ideas and values? 
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-  Family, reproduction, tradition, Germanness  

 

Attributes - Petry: Woman holding a baby; although she is the 

chairwoman of the party, she has the same interests as the 

ordinary people which is the protection of her family; short 

hair (does not represent the typical gender model as other 

posters; but she cannot be replaced with someone else due 

to her position)   

- Child: represents something fragile which cannot survive 

without someone who takes care of it; child needs someone 

who looks out for it; representation of everything that is 

important to someone and might fall apart if no measures 

are taken (e.g. speaking up and take critical stances such as 

those propagated by the AfD)  

- Background: background is plain and simple to direct the 

main focus to Frauke Petry and her son  

- Ring: sign for marriage; she is married to Marcus Pretzell; 

the baby is the 2nd child of them; reflects the traditional 

family model the party advocates for (BUT Petry was 

divorced before from pastor Sven Petry whom she has 4 

children with; also her current husband is father to four 

children; this background information stands in conflict 

with the long-lasting traditional family plan the AfD claims 

for)  

- Business shirt: combination of career and family is possible 

(woman do not have to decide between family and career; 

they should not exclude the possibility of having a family 

because of success in careers; they can do both)  

- Shirt baby: shirt is blue as the party’s main color; AfD 

“product”  

 

Settings - Artificially created plain background which is rather neutral  

 

Salience - Focus on Petry and her son to communicate the value of 

family and its protection   

 

Gaze - Petry looks directly at the camera to directly address the 

receiver with the phrase “and what is your reason to fight 

for Germany” (initiation of a dialogue with public)  

- The baby is sleeping; its eyes are closed since it feels 

protected and safe in his mother’s arms; mother takes care 

of him (“and so should you of your own family”)  

 

Word Connotations - Grund (reason): indicates that there exists a rational 

explanation for being dissatisfied; makes the receivers 

think; the answer given in the displayed picture is family 

(commonality with the public), but also other indications 

can be possible  
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- Deutschland (Germany): representing the home; nation; 

future of “our” children  

- Kämpfen (fight): reference to a critical situation/battle that 

needs to be won; indicates that one must stand up and do 

something to achieve that win and safe the nation  

- Vorsitzende (chairwoman): meaningful position; authority; 

influence 

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that there are German citizens who are not 

satisfied with current politics but still need to be convinced 

to be active themselves (e.g. by voting for the AfD)  

- It is presumed that citizens who are unsatisfied have 

specific reasons for that (these reasons might be different, 

but the important thing is that there IS a reason to fight for)  

 

Us versus Them - Differentiation between people who stand up for Germany 

and fight for their rights (“us) versus the people who do not 

fight (“them”) > internal focus among German public 

 

 

 

Figure 12 

 

Iconography What is depicted? 

- four vultures on a bar  

 

Ideas and values? 

- migration needs limits 

- social support needs limits 

- possible critique of elites/parties in power  

 

Attributes - 4 Vultures: vultures eat on carrion; carrion is basically a 

dead body in the decay process; reference to immigrants 

who live at the expenses of the Germans 

- Bar striped in white and red: white (order); red (warning); 

functions as a border; refers to limits of financial support 

and limits of migration (how many people enter the 

country, how many get asylum or financial support, etc.)  

- Wire mesh fence: similar to the interpretation of the white 

and red striped bar with a stronger notion of warning since 

the wire mesh fence has sharp peaks; transfers rather the 

message that people who want to cross the border are not 

welcome to migrate to Germany; it also expresses the claim 

to make migration and “exploiting” the social system more 

difficult  

- Sky: rather dark; emphasizes the negative connotations; 

critical situation; no sun is depicted  
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Settings - Atmosphere of sadness due to grey sky and usage of dark 

colors; vultures contribute to this environment since they 

symbolize death  

 

Salience - Four vultures in black (negative connotations; the evil, 

death); transmits the frame of the threatening other  

 

Gaze - Most animals look at the camera; seems like they feel 

caught out while trespassing the border  

 

Word Connotations - Sozialstaat (Welfare state): Represents a nation that has a 

high standard of living and a functioning social system 

- Grenzen (Limits): As reference to the fact that not all 

people living in Germany can profit from the wealth of the 

country; only the people who work and contribute to the 

welfare state should have the privilege to profit from it; 

furthermore, limits can be seen as reference to borders; 

borders which shut the country from others and make 

immigration more difficult; claim for better documentation 

and control of immigrants   

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that the receiver understands who is 

represented trough the vultures  

 

Us versus Them - “Them” being framed as vultures who exploit “us” the 

hard-working Germans  

o Them as reference to a) opposing parties within the 

Bundestag b) immigrants  

- “Us” being framed as population who lives in a welfare 

state  

 

 

 

Figure 13 

 

Iconography What is depicted? 

- Candidates Alexander Gauland and Alice Weidel  

 

Ideas and values? 

- Representatives of the party’s interest  

- Critical stance towards immigration, Islam and the 

European Union, supporter of the traditional family model 

  

Attributes - Candidates: man AND woman to represent interests of both 

gender (BUT Gauland is portrayed higher than Weidel 

which can either be interpreted as a sign for the traditional 

gender model according to which men are usually taller 
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than women or as a sign for the fact that men’s opinions 

weigh more/they are “better” politicians)   

- Business clothes: to express authority, success, influence, 

important position  

- Flash: suggests a bright future  

 

Settings - Rather neutral since the background is plain blue in sync 

with the party’s main color 

- Positive feeling due to smiling faces and the bright flash in 

the upper right part of the poster  

 

Salience - Focus relies on the candidate’s confident facial expression  

 

Gaze - Candidates are directly looking at the viewer to represent 

themselves as “face of the party”  

 

Word Connotations - Doppelspitze (dual leadership): Weidel and Gauland aim to 

share the leadership which is rather unusual compared to 

the other parties who usually send in one candidate  

- Doppelt Spitze (twice as great): is a word play in the 

German language that indicates that a dual leadership has 

twice as much positive outcomes  

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that the audience understands the wordplay of 

“Doppelspitze” and “Doppelt Spitze” which are written 

similarly although meaning something different  

 

Us versus Them - The us versus them division is not as clear as in the 

previous examples 

- Nonetheless, one can argue that the poster divides between 

the people who support the candidates depicted in the poster 

(“us”) and those that do not (“them”)  

 

 

 

Figure 14 

 

Iconography What is depicted? 

- Immigrants are depicted as a big, black, and unknown 

crowd that stranded at the shore of a foreign country 

 

Ideas and values? 

- Immigrants are generalized as one big crowd that illegally 

entered a foreign country  

 

Attributes - Immigrants: Are depicted as black, unknown crowd  

- Sunset/sunrise: Symbolizes the beginning or end  

- Shore: Suggests that the immigrants entered the country by 

boat 
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Settings - Depicted situation takes place early in the morning (sunrise) 

or in the evening (sunset) and contributes to the feeling of 

anxiety because of the unknown crowd of people that is 

entering the country without being controlled 

 

Salience - The crowd of people attracts the viewer’s attention since its 

black color stands in contrast with the bright red and yellow 

sky 

 

Gaze - Is not identifiable since the crowd is exclusively depicted in 

black  

 

Word Connotations - The Germans: representing the German nation  

- Will not: Will is an expression of a future tense which 

indicates a political change. The party foresees a future in 

which the immigrants are not financially supported by the 

country anymore.  

- Better life: Expression of the presumption that the life of 

the immigrants was bad before. It furthermore, can be 

interpreted as an assumption that the immigrants only 

migrated to Europe to financially benefit from the countries 

what excludes any other possible reason (e.g. fleeing from 

their mother country because of war or persecution)  

 

Presupposition - It is assumed that the immigrants do not speak German that 

is why this phrase is formulated in English 

- It is assumed that immigrants only come to Germany to 

financially profit from the citizens (the given formulation 

strategically excludes other possible reasons e.g. war or 

persecution)  

 

Us versus Them - “Us” being the Germans who have a high standard of living 

because they work hard  

- “Them” addressed as “you” representing the immigrants 

coming to Europe who do not have any money and want to 

profit from the good financial situation of the German 

country  

 

 

 

 

 

 


