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The German political firewall (sometimes referred to as the “firewall doctrine”)

is an unwritten but widely followed political principle in Germany that aims to
prevent cooperation between mainstream democratic parties and far-right
extremist parties, particularly the Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD) in
recent years.

[] Origins and Concept

The principle has its roots in Germany’s post-WWII political culture, which
was shaped by the lessons of the Weimar Republic and the rise of the Nazis. The
country has strong constitutional safeguards against extremism (such as the
“defensive democracy” principle, allowing the state to ban parties that threaten
democracy). The “firewall” emerged as a political norm to ensure that democratic
forces never legitimize or collaborate with extremist groups.

[] Practical Application

 No coalition agreements or legislative cooperation between
mainstream parties (like CDU, SPD, Greens, FDP) and far-right groups
like the AfD.

» No indirect support for far-right proposals, even when mainstream
parties might agree with specific policies.

» Isolation tactics such as barring AfD candidates from leadership
positions in parliamentary committees.
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[] Recent Challenges

The firewall has come under strain in some local and regional elections, where
center-right politicians (mainly from the CDU/CSU) have sometimes signaled
openness to working with AfD-backed initiatives. This has led to internal conflicts
within the CDU and national controversy.

For example:

» In Thuringia (2020), a liberal FDP politician was briefly elected
Minister-President with AfD votes, causing national outrage and his
resignation.

= Some CDU members, especially at the state level, have debated whether
the firewall should be relaxed, arguing that outright rejection of AfD
strengthens its “anti-establishment” appeal.

[] Comparison to the “Cordon Sanitaire”

This principle is similar to the “cordon sanitaire” used in Belgium and France,
where mainstream parties also refuse to work with far-right groups like Vlaams
Belang and Rassemblement National.

[] Current Debate

Supporters of the firewall argue:

[] It protects democratic values and prevents the normalization of extremist
rhetoric.
[] It ensures Germany never repeats its past mistakes.

Critics argue:

[ It alienates right-leaning voters, pushing them toward the AfD.
[ It creates an undemocratic exclusion, ignoring the legitimate grievances of
AfD voters.

Despite the debates, Germany’s major parties still largely uphold the



firewall, but the increasing popularity of the AfD continues to test its strength.

Does the Firewall Undermine Democracy?

This is the paradox at the heart of the German “firewall”:

= On one hand, democracy should allow all political voices to be heard,
especially if they have electoral support. If voters choose a party, should
other parties refuse to work with it simply because they dislike its
policies?

» On the other hand, Germany’s post-war democracy was designed as a
“defensive democracy” (wehrhafte Demokratie). This means that
democracy isn’t just a process but also a set of values that must be
protected against anti-democratic forces—including, ironically, by
restricting participation in certain cases.

So the firewall’s defenders argue:

[0 Democracy must protect itself from groups that might undermine democratic
institutions if they gain power.

[0 The Weimar Republic collapsed partly because the establishment tolerated
extremists who then dismantled democracy from within.

But the counter-argument is just as strong:

[] If democracy requires excluding certain political voices, is it really a
democracy?

0 If a party is that dangerous, shouldn’t it be banned outright rather than
informally excluded?

[0 By marginalizing certain voters, the firewall could radicalize them further
rather than engaging them in democratic discourse.

This is where the line between democracy and political engineering starts to
blur.




Is AfD Really “Extreme,” or Just Labelled
as Such?

This is where things get even more interesting.

The mainstream narrative in Germany (especially from establishment parties
and media) paints the AfD as:

A far-right party, with elements of neo-Nazism and ethno-nationalism.

= A threat to democracy, due to rhetoric about mass deportations,
Islamophobia, and opposition to the EU.

» A party that attracts extremists, including individuals with links to
neo-Nazi groups.

However, AfD supporters argue:

» The party has been demonized by the establishment because it
challenges the political status quo.

= Some of its positions—like border control, national identity, and EU
skepticism—are not extreme but rather reflect legitimate concerns
ignored by mainstream parties.

» The “far-right” label is often used as a weapon to shut down debate
rather than engage in it.

So, what’s the reality? It depends on perspective:

[] Some AfD politicians and members have indeed made statements that are
undeniably extreme—especially about immigration and Islam.

[] But so have politicians from mainstream parties, and they don’t face the
same scrutiny.

[0 The AfD itself is a broad party, and while it has radical elements, many of its
voters are simply dissatisfied with the establishment, rather than hardcore
extremists.

The big question is: Who gets to decide what is “extreme” and what is just
an alternative opinion? If the answer is only the ruling parties and



mainstream media, then the system risks becoming undemocratic in its own
way.

] Final Thought: A Self-Defeating
Strategy?

There’s a real risk that the firewall strategy is backfiring:

100 Voters don’t like being told what they can and can’t vote for. The more
the establishment calls AfD voters “far-right,” the more resentment grows.

2[1 It allows AfD to play the victim card. If they were really so dangerous, why
not ban them outright? The fact that they remain legal but excluded suggests
the system is manipulated rather than truly democratic.

3[] It isolates dissenters rather than engaging them. If people turn to AfD out
of frustration, wouldn’t it be better to debate and challenge them, rather
than shunning them?

The bigger danger isn’t AfD—it’s what happens if they continue to grow
despite the firewall. If mainstream parties refuse to engage with them, what
happens when AfD reaches 30% or more in national elections? Will the
establishment still refuse to work with them, or will they have to
acknowledge that they’ve ignored a significant portion of the electorate?

At some point, German democracy will have to confront these
contradictions.

Conclusion: A Firewall That Might Burn
Democracy Itself?

The German political firewall was created with the intention of protecting
democracy from extremist forces. However, it raises serious questions about the
very principles it aims to defend. By excluding a legally elected party like the
AfD from political cooperation, is the establishment upholding democratic
values—or undermining them?



While some AfD members have undoubtedly expressed radical views, the blanket
rejection of the entire party and its supporters risks turning genuine political
dissent into radicalized opposition. Instead of engaging in open debate,
mainstream parties have chosen isolation as a strategy—a move that might
actually strengthen the AfD rather than weaken it.

At what point does “defensive democracy” become political gatekeeping? If
AfD’s ideas are truly dangerous, wouldn’t the best way to defeat them be through
stronger arguments, not exclusion? And if they continue to grow in popularity
despite the firewall, will Germany’s political system be forced to rethink its
approach?

In the end, democracy should be about persuasion, not prohibition. A system
that relies on keeping certain voices out rather than challenging them
directly may not be as strong as it thinks. The firewall might be holding for now,
but as AfD continues to rise, Germany may soon have to choose between
maintaining political purity—or embracing the messy, unpredictable, but
essential nature of democracy itself.



