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Abstract  In this article, the authors take up the thesis of the narrative that the sup-
port for right-wing populist election successes is located in rural areas. For the case of the 
German right-wing populist party Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) the authors propose 
a complex definition of rurality, and perform a quantitative small-scale analysis of the na-
tional election results in Germany in 2017. They examine the potential connection be-
tween a high share of votes for the AfD and the rurality of a municipality. The results show 
that in eastern Germany, the fairly rural municipalities have comparatively high AfD vote 
shares, whereas in western Germany, the fairly rural and the non-rural municipalities have 
similar AfD vote shares. Therefore, it appears that the thesis that rural areas are the source 
of the support of right-wing populism applies to some, but not to all rural areas of Germany.

Introduction

In recent years, the rise of right-wing populist parties and movements has 
been observed in many countries. Often, the support for these parties is 
rooted mainly in rural areas. This phenomenon is also known as rural pop-
ulism (see, e.g., Jadhav 2021; Mamonova, Franquesa, and Brooks 2020). It 
has, for example, been observed that the votes of people living in “flyover 
country” and “the Rust Belt” were crucial for the victory of Donald Trump 
in the 2016 U.S. presidential election (Rodríguez-Pose 2018). The rural 
vote for Trump has been put into the context of an intensified competition 
caused by the globalized market economy and a general decline in the 
incomes of specialty crop farmers in the Western states and farmers in the 
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Southern and Midwestern states (Montenegro de Wit et al. 2021). Similarly, 
in Europe, the modernizing reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy of 
the EU have put pressure on many farmers to expand their businesses and 
intensify their farming through technology, and have led them to become 
increasingly dependent on bank loans, the food industry, and retail chains 
(Mamonova et al. 2020). By promising the prioritization of smallholder 
agriculture over multinational enterprises, Jobbik became the largest oppo-
sition party in Hungary in 2018, winning 19 percent of the vote (Lubarda 
2020). Similarly, in Ukraine in 2019, right-wing populist parties attempted 
to win votes by making agricultural demands in response to growing rural 
resentment among farmers due to their fear of land grabs in the course 
of land reforms aimed at opening up the market (Mamonova et al. 2020). 
Moreover, in Italy, the government formed by the Lega party criticized the 
EU for “not defend[ing] Italian farmers against unfair international com-
petition, thus threatening both the economic sustainability and the cultural 
relevance of Italian agriculture” (Iocco, Lo Cascio, and Perrotta 2020:743). 
While Turkey is not part of the EU, it is in its geographical neighborhood. 
Turkish right-wing populist regimes increased their support in rural areas 
by implementing social, agricultural, and infrastructure policies that target 
rural workers and small-scale farmers who have been negatively affected by 
oligarchic and urban-oriented policies (Edelman 2020).

However, it is important to note that not all of the issues in connection 
with rural areas that right-wing populist parties try to address are exclu-
sively agricultural in nature (Bernstein 2020). Many right-wing populist 
parties and movements connect the idea of national identity and culture 
with rural areas. For example, the concept of national identity promoted 
by Jobbik is heavily based on centuries-old traditions of rural culture, 
and on the idea of thriving by using produce made in the home country 
(Lubarda 2020). Similarly, in Italy, the leader of Lega, Matteo Salvini, 
stated in front of supporters: “We want to eat and drink the fruits of our 
work, the fruits of our land, from Trento to Palermo” and “not those 
arriving from the other side of the world” (Iocco et al. 2020:743). Thus, 
Salvini described agricultural and food-producing rural areas as essential 
sources of national identity (Iocco et al. 2020). At the same time, as the 
example of the armed citizen militias of the decentralized Patriot move-
ment in the U.S. shows, people who have a right-wing national identity 
and a xenophobic attitude live mainly in rural areas, as has been shown 
to be part of a historical continuity (Berlet and Sunshine 2019).

In other countries where rural areas have undergone substantial struc-
tural changes, and where agriculture and agrarian culture thus play a rel-
atively minor role, economic decline and the deterioration of rural living 
conditions are often invoked to explain support for right-wing populism. 
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In England, 55–45 percent of the voters in rural areas voted for Brexit 
(Brooks 2019), with the vote for leaving the EU mainly being concentrated 
in northern and eastern rural areas of England that are disadvantaged and 
experiencing industrial decline (Rodríguez-Pose 2018). Moreover, the 
Spanish right-wing populist party Vox has attracted high levels of support 
in rural areas, and particularly in Castilian-speaking areas, by addressing 
the frustration and the feeling of being “left behind” among people living 
in areas that have experienced decades of agricultural decline, depop-
ulation, and impoverishment (Mamonova et al. 2020). In Germany, as 
well, a connection between rurality and support for the recently success-
ful right-wing populist party Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) has been 
reported (Diermeier 2020; Franz, Fratzscher, and Kritikos 2018; Richter 
and Bösch 2017), in particular for the rural areas of eastern Germany, 
which are experiencing negative population growth and economic chal-
lenges (Bergmann, Diermeier, and Niehues 2018). It has also been shown 
that the weaker the services of general interest are in an area, the higher 
the level of support is for the AfD (Diermeier 2020). Similarly, in France, 
the right-wing populist party Rassemblement National (formally Front 
National) is trying to win over structurally weak rural areas (Almeida 2018; 
Ivaldi and Gombin 2015). Marine Le Pen repeatedly visited medium-sized 
and small towns in France as part of her election campaign in 2013 with 
the title: “Tour de France of the Forgotten” (Almeida 2018:15, own trans-
lation). While claiming that political leaders are not interested in those 
areas, Le Pen promised to give them a public voice. In her 2017 cam-
paign, Le Pen continued to address rural France, and focused on promis-
ing more support for services of general interest in rural areas (Almeida 
2018). According to Christophe Guilluy, the willingness to vote for Le Pen 
in the 2017 election increases with increasing distance to the next train 
station (Altwegg 2018; Diermeier 2020). Indeed, Le Pen was able to gain 
support in western semi-urban and rural areas that were not previously far 
right-leaning (Almeida 2018). These conditions for the support of right-
wing populism have been interpreted as a “revenge of the places that don’t 
matter”—meaning that places and regions with limited development pros-
pects and a growing perception of futurelessness causes many of these 
places “to revolt against the status quo […] [via] the ballot-box in a wave 
of political populism with strong territorial, rather than [individual] social 
foundations” (Rodríguez-Pose 2018:189).

However, other research has generated more nuanced findings on the 
spatial location of right-wing populism, showing that support for right-
wing populism is not located exclusively in rural areas. For example, the 
Tea Party movement in the U.S. is not primarily active in rural areas 
and small towns. Indeed, to have a greater impact, the movement has 
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held numerous events in larger and mid-sized cities, as well as in suburbs 
(Cho, Gimpel, and Shaw 2012). For anti-European voting, the factor of 
rurality matters less than for populism. Analyses that have considered 
moderate anti-European parties have reported that the direction of the 
effect reverses, with people in urban areas being more likely to vote for 
an anti-European party (Dijkstra, Poelman, and Rodríguez-Pose 2020). 
Moreover, besides in the poor, strongly agricultural, and historically 
right-wing rural areas with many migrant farm workers, the Spanish 
right-wing populist party Vox has achieved its greatest successes in urban 
areas where the upper-middle and upper classes reside; that is, around 
Madrid (Mamonova et al. 2020). Furthermore, the AfD has attracted 
support in areas of western Germany characterized by very high popu-
lation densities and poor economic conditions, as well as in urbanized 
areas of southern Germany with a good economic situation (Bergmann 
et al. 2018).

Across the board, this research strand shows there is a strong—but not 
exclusive—linkage of support for right-wing populism with rural areas. 
However, the explanatory approaches for this association are themati-
cally different, with some citing the agrarian dimension of these areas, 
and others referring to the economic decline of rural areas. Therefore, 
when studying right-wing populism at the spatial level with the inclusion 
of the aspect of rurality, it is necessary to take into account the specific 
policy approaches of the right-wing populist party under study, and to 
consider the party’s strategy for appealing to rural areas. Furthermore, we 
note that while these previous studies focused on rural areas and sought 
to explain the spatial relevance of their support for right-wing popu-
lists, most did not define rurality explicitly (e.g., Berlet and Sunshine 
2019; Edelman 2020; Iocco et al. 2020; Lubarda 2020; Mamonova et al. 
2020; Montenegro de Wit et al. 2021). Therefore, it is not clear when 
an area is considered rural. This makes it difficult to adequately differ-
entiate between rural areas and leaves readers with a vague understand-
ing of which areas are being referred to (besides specific examples if 
mentioned). Only in some studies the understanding of rurality is made 
explicit, mostly referring to population density (e.g., Diermeier 2020; 
Dijkstra et al. 2020). However, an explicit and adequate understanding 
of rurality is relevant for the localization and further analysis of (rural) 
populism.

Using the example of the support for the AfD in rural areas in 
Germany, we want (1) to show what the party’s content is, and how it tai-
lors its message to rural areas; (2) to examine to what extent rural areas 
in Germany are heterogeneous, and, in turn, to explain why rural areas 
should not be lumped together as “left behind”; and (3) in the context 
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of our own quantitative analysis, to answer the question of whether the 
AfD really was mostly successful in rural areas in the 2017 national elec-
tions, while demonstrating the usefulness of relying on a differentiated 
definition of rurality. Thus, we would like to contribute a methodologi-
cally more nuanced treatment of the spatial-rural dimension of support 
for right-wing populism, and, in turn, to improve our understanding 
of the overall phenomenon. Furthermore, by helping to answer of the 
question of how policy measures should be directed spatially, our results 
can contribute to the development of successful policies.

The AfD and its Policy Approach for Rural Areas

Since its founding in 2013, the AfD party has gained notable levels of 
support in local, regional, and general elections. The AfD has been 
represented in the EU Parliament since 2014; it has been the largest 
opposition party in the German Bundestag since 2017; and it has been 
represented in all state parliaments since 2018 (Bücker, Schade, and 
Wiegerling 2019; Pfahl-Traughber 2019). Since 2015, research on the 
AfD has largely considered it to be a right-wing populist party (Bücker et 
al. 2019; Decker 2015; Franzmann 2018; Franzmann and Lewandowsky 
2020; Jesse and Panreck 2017; Pfahl-Traughber 2019; Wolf 2017), in the 
sense of having a programmatic right-wing positioning with simultaneous 
recourse to populist rhetoric (Pfahl-Traughber 2019). Previous research 
has noted that it is not clear whether the AfD can also be labeled as 
right-wing extremist, a term that refers to the rejection of the demo-
cratic system, pluralism, and fundamental rights, while also negating the 
basic equality of people and using ethnicity as a prerequisite for politi-
cal participation rights (Pfahl-Traughber 2019). However, the party as a 
whole cannot be classified as right-wing extremist, as it is split into three 
different wings. The liberal-conservative wing holds liberal economic 
positions; the national-conservative wing promotes positions on national 
identity; and the German nationalist wing has expressed some positions 
that can be considered right-wing extremist (Bücker et al. 2019; Jesse 
and Panreck 2017; Pfahl-Traughber 2019). Nevertheless, the party’s 
development from its founding until 2017 is seen overall as a continuous 
movement toward the right (Bücker et al. 2019; Siri 2017), and partly 
toward the political right-wing extremist sphere (Pfahl-Traughber 2019; 
Siri 2017). All in all, the AfD is the first radical right-wing party with rep-
resentation in the Bundestag since the end of National Socialism (Art 
2018; Siri 2017).

The AfD was founded in 2013 as a response to EU financial and rescue 
policies that were implemented following the global financial crisis of 
2007/08 (Bücker et al. 2019; Pfahl-Traughber 2019). The party wanted to 
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oppose the alleged lack of alternatives in EU policy, and to present other 
options (Pfahl-Traughber 2019). For example, the AfD called for the 
euro area to be dissolved, and for aid to countries in crisis to be refused 
(Bücker et al. 2019). With this criticism of EU monetary policy, the party 
filled a programmatic gap in the German political landscape of that time 
(Franzmann 2018). Currently, there are market liberal and social protec-
tionist voices within the AfD (Bücker et al. 2019). In addition to the eco-
nomic issues the debate about (Islamic) immigrants in Germany was the 
social context for the development of the AfD. The party has demanded 
changes in immigration law that would restrict immigration mainly to 
qualified workers; and it has opposed various forms of cultural modern-
ization, such as women’s quota and same-sex marriage (Bücker et al. 
2019). In response to the emergence of xenophobic views and the dis-
satisfaction with asylum policy expressed by parts of the German popula-
tion following the arrival of refugees into the country in 2015 (Bücker et 
al. 2019), anti-asylum, anti-immigration, and anti-Islam policies became 
the thematic focus for the 2017 national elections (Bücker et al. 2019; 
Franzmann and Lewandowsky 2020).

The AfD program for the 2017 national elections also included a 
rural agenda that suggested that rural areas lack infrastructure, jobs, 
and young people (Alternative für Deutschland 2016). Thus, the party’s 
narrative strategy has picked up on elements of the popular media dis-
course on so-called “left behind” rural areas. According to this narrative, 
infrastructure policies have been changed so that forms of infrastructure 
such as train stops, health care facilities, Internet service, food provision, 
or even state public administration offices are only constructed or main-
tained (by private companies) when they are profitable enough. This is 
becoming less likely given that economic decline and out-migration in 
interrelation with infrastructure decline have lessened the demand for 
such services. The consequence of these policies has been that infra-
structure in rural areas has thinned out and undergone a general pro-
cess of decay, it is stated in the discourse (Deppisch 2021).

In their party program, the AfD criticizes the current policy instru-
ments for the funding of rural areas as ineffective, and states that the 
promise of providing equal living conditions has not been fulfilled. The 
AfD, by contrast, promises to offer rural areas better prospects by sup-
porting the agricultural and the mid-sized business sectors, as well as ser-
vices of general interest in rural areas. According to the party’s program, 
the AfD stands for “targeted investments and a wise settlement policy 
[…] for young families in rural areas” (Alternative für Deutschland 
2016:93, own translation).
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Finally, the AfD program addresses the diversity of rural areas, and 
calls for the option of applying individualized approaches to develop-
ment. The party promises to decentralize political responsibilities and 
decision-making competences to the extent that it is reasonable to do so, 
and to promote the agency of the municipalities, including by reforming 
the distribution of finances. Until this ideal situation is achieved, the AfD 
said it intends to improve the infrastructure in these areas by providing 
them with access to fast Internet service and to mobile supply systems for 
items such as food (Alternative für Deutschland 2016).

As it has done in its characterization of the economic crisis of 2007/08 
and the immigration of refugees (also called the refugee crisis of 2015), 
the AfD has described the development of rural areas in strongly nega-
tive terms, portraying it as a frightening demographic-infrastructural cri-
sis. However, their suggested solutions to this crisis tend to be imprecise. 
What, for example, does a wise settlement policy look like? And where is the 
reasonable boundary for the decision-making competences of a municipal-
ity? The party’s policy recommendations are either non-existent or very 
vague.

When we compare the AfD’s program with that of other movements 
and parties of international rural populism in countries such as Ukraine 
or Turkey, it becomes clear that agricultural issues are less relevant to 
the AfD’s rural agenda. The consequences of the agricultural policy of 
the EU for farmers are not the primary focus of the AfD’s strategy to 
address the rural population. In addition, the cultural values proclaimed 
by the AfD are not linked to rural lifestyles or agriculture, as is the case 
for populist parties in countries such as Hungary and Italy. Instead, the 
AfD’s program, like those of populist parties in France or Great Britain, 
is based on policy strategies aimed at rural regions where the economic, 
demographic, and infrastructure conditions are declining. Overall, we 
see that in line with the discourse on “left behind” rural areas, the AfD 
paints a mainly negative picture of rural life. Thus, the AfD contributes 
to the stigmatization of rural areas as hopeless, declining spaces without 
any prospects. At the same time, the party uses its own scaremongering 
to fuel its political success. Therefore, in the following chapter, we would 
like to take a more differentiated look at the structural conditions of 
rural areas in Germany.

The Structural Diversity of Rural Areas in Germany

Since the early 2000s, Germany’s overall demographic development has 
been characterized by population decline and aging (Federal Office for 
Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development 2017). 
Nevertheless, in the following, we would like to draw attention to current 
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small-scale differences by considering the country’s population develop-
ment (natural balance and migration) from 2012 to 2017. In most rural 
districts in eastern Germany, but also in parts of western Germany, pop-
ulation development was rather stagnant or negative over this period, 
with the population growing at a rate of 1.2 percent or less. Areas with 
population increases of 2.5 percent or more were located primarily in 
the south, in isolated parts of the northwest, and in the suburbs around 
Berlin in the east (Thünen Institute of Rural Studies 2020). It is pre-
dicted that by the year 2035, about 60 percent of all districts will have lost 
population. Rural districts in eastern Germany are likely to be particu-
larly affected. Since the total population is expected to remain virtually 
unchanged, regional differences will increase (Sixtus et al. 2019).

When we look at Germany’s economic development, we see that 
employment levels have generally grown in recent decades (Federal 
Office for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development 
2017). In 2016, the average GDP (hereafter always in €1,000 per inhabi-
tant) in Germany was 35.61. At 47.23, the average GDP in urban districts 
was clearly higher than that in rural regions, at 31.96 (Thünen Institute 
of Rural Studies 2020). This urban-rural divide has been observed in the 
past as well (Maretzke, Ragnitz, and Untiedt 2019). However, in 2017, 
there were also differences between rural regions. Rural districts with 
an average GDP of 28.1 or less were found mainly in eastern Germany, 
and to a lesser extent in western German districts. Rural districts with an 
average GDP of 31.5 or higher were mainly found in southern Germany 
and in the northwest (Thünen Institute of Rural Studies 2020). However, 
from 2011 to 2015, a relatively positive trend in GDP development was 
observed in eastern German regions in general, as well as in western 
Germany, particularly in structurally weak, peripheral regions (Maretzke 
et al. 2019).

To provide an impression of the availability and accessibility of ser-
vices of public interest, a selection of examples follows. As many indica-
tors show a west–east divide, we want to explicitly state that the eastern 
German regions continue to have the highest rates of preschool chil-
dren in day care (Küpper and Peters 2019). With regard to broadband 
Internet access, it should be noted that in 2016, there were municipali-
ties spread all over Germany in which less than 60 percent of households 
had Internet access with a download speed of at least 50 megabit per 
second. Many of the areas with high-speed broadband access were in 
large cities (Federal Office for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and 
Spatial Development 2017).

When we look at access to pharmacies, general practitioners, super-
markets, schools, and regular public transport, we see that poor access 
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is particularly prevalent in rural areas far from urban centers (Sixtus et 
al. 2019). It should be noted that more than 98 percent of the German 
population can reach supermarkets (in 2013) or general practitioners 
(in 2016) within 10 minutes by car. Thus, it is clear that there is no emer-
gency when it comes to access to services of general interest. However, 
approximately 18 percent of the population need over 30 minutes by 
foot to access these services of public interest (Neumeier 2014, 2017). 
Accordingly, the assessment of the supply situation in these cases is 
strongly dependent on having access to a car, as well as the financial 
ability to use it. Public transport is not an alternative, because in 2017 
around nine million people were not within walking distance of a fre-
quently and regularly serviced public transport station (Federal Office 
for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development 2017).

Thus, it is clear that as a general statement, the claims that poorly 
situated rural areas are demographically declining or are suffering eco-
nomically or in access to infrastructure have no empirical basis. Even if 
there are differences between urban and rural areas, a more nuanced 
picture of these differences is needed. In most respects, the southern 
regions perform better than the northern or eastern regions. All in all, 
we see that the mostly negative image of rural areas in the debate on 
rural populism does not match the actual structural situation of rural 
areas in Germany.

Are Rural Areas in Germany the Main Source of the AfD’s Success?1

When we look at the indicators considered in the various analyses 
explaining the AfD’s vote share in the election, it is striking that the 
authors included the influence of the regions’ rurality in their analy-
ses. However, while they view rurality as a relevant factor, their opera-
tionalization of rurality is greatly simplified. Rurality is defined either by 
population density (Diermeier 2020; Richter and Bösch 2017) or by the 
density of craft enterprises (Franz et al. 2018).

A more complex approach on rurality is the typology of rural areas by 
Küpper (2016), who combined the spatial concept of real space, which 
describes space along its functional-material structures, with a relational 
understanding of space, which comprises the spatial relationship of a unit 
of space to its surrounding units of space. “In rural areas, a combination 
of spatial features is understood in terms of low settlement density, loose 
housing development, and a landscape characterized by agricultural and 
forestry areas, as well as a small number of inhabitants in the catchment 

1This chapter of the article is partly based on a short, reworked German-language article 
for the general public (Deppisch, Klärner, and Osigus 2019).
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area and a location peripheral to large centers” (Küpper 2016:4, own 
translation).

According to this definition, rural areas are no longer seen as dual in 
the sense of representing a clear urban-rural contrast, but as belonging 
to a spectrum (see Figure 1). This spectrum starts with very rural (i.e., 
very sparsely populated, remote) areas in green, continues with fairly 
rural (i.e., moderately sparsely populated, remote) areas, and ends with 
non-rural (i.e., very densely populated, central) areas in blue. In addi-
tion to very rural municipalities, small and medium-sized towns without 
proximity to a center are also counted as rural areas. When we apply this 
definition of rurality, about 90 percent of Germany is rural, and over 50 
percent of the population live in rural areas (Küpper 2020).

We think that the understanding of rurality according to Küpper 
(2016) depicts the complexity of rural areas more adequately than oper-
ationalizations that refer only to either population density or the density 
of craft enterprises. In the following, we wish to show how this more 
nuanced understanding of rurality can be applied to the analysis of the 
localization of the support for the AfD and how the type of approach 
affects the results in terms of how rural the support for right-wing popu-
lism in Germany actually is.

Data and Methods

On the basis of this differentiated understanding of rural areas, we have 
aggregated the election results of the municipal polling stations as 
municipal electoral districts provided by the Federal Returning Officer2 
to the level of the municipalities in our region-specific analysis. Using 
this approach, all election results in the constituencies, as well as the 
mail-in voters, some of whom form independent municipality-wide con-
stituencies, are included in the results of a municipality, and form the 
basis for approximately 11,000 municipal election results. In the typol-
ogy of rural areas by Küpper (2016), the rurality was calculated at the 
level of the municipal association. According to this index value, the 
index values of the association were assigned to the municipalities 
belonging to the association for this analysis.

A generalized additives model (GAM) is now applied to this initial 
dataset. The GAM is a generalized linear model extended by a non-
parametric part (Hasti and Tibshirani 1990; Wood 2006):

2For the data at constituency level as a zip file, see The Federal Returning Officer (2017).

y1 = f1
(

x1i
)

+ f2(x2i) + �lini + �i = f1
(

x1i
)

+ f2(x2i) + �1 ∗ x3i + �2 ∗ x4i + �i = �addi + �i
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Here, the actual influence of each covariate is not modeled and 
smoothed linearly, but is instead modeled as non-parametric. For each 
point in the scatter-plot, a relationship between its position and the dis-
tances to other points at its position is considered and weighted (e.g., by 

Figure 1. Rurality on the Level of Municipalities. 
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weighing lesser outliers, considering a normal distribution), and the 
smoothing parameters are estimated.3 Simplified, this results in4:

where μ is the expected value, X corresponds to the design matrix, x1 
and x2 are the AfD election results and the rurality value; and θ represents 
the parameter vectors, f1 and f2 are estimated as smoothing parameters, 
which also applies to θ. Use Hasti and Tibshirani (1990:49)

as a cross-validation criterion. Here, tr (H ) it is applied as a trace of the 
smoothing matrix, which is minimized. This is followed by an estima-
tion of the model by penalized iterative reweighted least squares (Wood 
2006:169–70, 137–9), which iteratively minimizes the sum of the penal-
ized weighted least squares

with the weights w, in several steps. As soon as the coefficients remain 
the same, they result in the parameters of the estimation in the fitted 
model. In the scatter diagrams, these results are shown with a line, and 
additionally with the 95 percent confidence interval. R (R Core Team 
2020)5 was used for the analysis.

Results

The results of our analysis only partially confirm the link between rural-
ity and higher levels of support for the AfD in the election. To get a first 
impression, we compare the depictions of the rurality with the depiction 
of the AfD’s election results both at the municipal level, and separately as 
a spectrum (see Figures 1 and 2). In this comparison, it is already notice-
able that the very rural municipalities are not necessarily the municipali-
ties with the highest levels of support for the AfD in the election.

3The freely selectable height of the individual functions can lead to an identification 
problem; therefore, the functions are centered here.

4Whereby the expected value of the dependent variable and the predictor with a re-
sponse function h (�) is linked with a link function g (�) �.

g (�) = f1
(

x1
)

+ f2
(

x2
)

+ X ∗ �

GCV =
1

n

n
∑

i

{

y1− ŷ1

1−
1

n
tr (H )

}2

n
∑

i

wi
(

yi −�addi
)2

5Version: 3.4.4; inter alia used packages: mgcv, gam, ggplot2, sf.
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Next, we look at the distribution of all German municipalities based 
on their levels of support for the AfD in the election as well as their 
rurality (see Figure 3). We see that municipalities that are on the bor-
derline between very rural and fairly rural (index value at approx. −0.8) 
have the highest average levels of support for the AfD in the election, at 
approx. 15 percent. In contrast, the average levels of support for the AfD 
in the election of very rural (approx. −1.3) and non-rural municipalities 

Figure 2. AfD Election Results in the German National Election 2017. 
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(approx. 2.0 and above) are below this level, with lows of approx. 10 per-
cent. While the average levels of support for the AfD in the election of 
very rural municipalities rise sharply with declining rurality, the average 
levels of support for the AfD in the election of the fairly rural and non-
rural municipalities fall more slowly with declining rurality.

If we analyze eastern and western Germany separately, however, a 
more differentiated picture emerges (Figure 4). The levels of support 
for the AfD in the election in the very and fairly rural municipalities 
of eastern German states differ from those in the non-rural municipal-
ities. The share of votes for the AfD in the very rural municipalities ini-
tially rises from approx. 21 percent to approx. 28 percent as the rurality 
declines. Slightly below-average rural municipalities with an index value 

Figure 3. Vote Shares of the AfD in Relation to Rurality. 
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in the range of approx. −0.2 thus show the highest levels of support for 
the AfD in the election. However, these levels are still well above those 
of non-rural municipalities. Average and below-average rural municipali-
ties with an index value of about −0.2 or higher show a declining average 
level of support for the AfD in the election. For eastern Germany, these 
findings confirm to some extent, albeit not as a linear trend, the obvious 
correlation between rural areas and high AfD vote shares in the election, 
especially in the fairly rural municipalities.

For western Germany, on the other hand, a different picture emerges. 
The average levels of support for the AfD in the election of very rural 
municipalities with an index value of −1.3 are around 6 percent here. 
As the rurality declines, the AfD’s vote shares in the election in the 

Figure 4. Vote Shares of the AfD in Relation to Rurality Differentiated by Eastern and 
Western Germany. 
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municipalities initially rise. However, the curve of the relationship 
between the levels of support for the AfD in the election and rural areas 
stabilizes at an index value of about −0.5 for fairly rural municipalities. 
The level of the average AfD vote share remains stable for fairly rural to 
very non-rural municipalities (with index values of about 0.3 to about 6, 
in a range from about 11.5 percent to 10.5 percent of the vote share). 
Regardless of how much more non-rural the municipalities become 
from this point on, the average AfD vote share remains in a similar 
range, and thus always above the level of those of very rural municipali-
ties even in non-rural and very non-rural municipalities. Accordingly, in 
western Germany, we observe no connection between rurality and the 
level of support for the AfD in the election. On the contrary, we can 
see here that the level of support for the AfD in the election is lower in 
very rural municipalities than in fairly rural and non-rural municipali-
ties. Moreover, we can observe that the average level of support for the 
AfD in the election is generally much higher in eastern German munic-
ipalities than in western German municipalities. Only in the case of very 
non-rural municipalities, from an index value of about 4, do the curves 
converge.

The interpretation of the difference in level between eastern and west-
ern German municipalities should be treated with caution. As the overall 
AfD results of the eastern German municipalities are at a higher level 
than those of the western German municipalities, the impression could 
arise that the eastern German municipalities are mainly responsible for 
the electoral success of the AfD in the 2017 federal elections. However, 
this is not the case. Of the 94 seats that the AfD held in the Bundestag 
in 2017, 62 seats, that is most, were due to votes of western Germany 
(excluding Berlin) (The Federal Returning Officer 2020). While in rela-
tive terms, the share of votes for the AfD is higher in the eastern German 
municipalities, the western German municipalities have more relevance 
for the overall result because many more voters reside in western than in 
eastern German municipalities.

In summary, contrary to the public discourse about rural areas as places 
with strong support for right-wing populism—which is also echoed to 
some extent in the research literature—we can only partly and to a lim-
ited extent confirm the connection between the rurality of a region and 
a higher level of support for the AfD in the election. Our results reveal 
a clear east-west difference. In eastern Germany, the fairly rural munic-
ipalities show a higher level of support for the AfD in the election than 
the urban municipalities. No similar connection is found for western 
German municipalities. Here, the very rural municipalities have equal 
or even lower levels of support for the AfD in the election relative to the 
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fairly rural and non-rural municipalities. For the development of policy 
measures in sight of the expansion of right-wing populism, these results 
show that it is important not to focus only on the smallest villages. In par-
ticular, the differentiation between very and fairly rural shows that small 
and medium-sized towns should not be forgotten. Especially in the case 
of western Germany, large cities are not immune to right-wing populism, 
too. Therefore, we should refrain from stigmatizing very rural areas as 
the roots of right-wing populism.

Discussion and Conclusion

The starting point of this article was the observation that in many parts 
of the world, right-wing populist movements and parties are finding 
support in rural areas, and explicitly address the people living in these 
areas in their political agendas. Overall, this phenomenon is referred to 
as rural populism. A closer look shows that this phenomenon can have 
different manifestations (which may also overlap in their concrete man-
ifestations). There are right-wing populists who refer to the economic 
plight of farmers in rural areas, as is the case in Ukraine and Turkey. 
Other populists, however, focus on the preservation of rural traditions 
that are of central importance for national cultural identity, as is the case 
in Hungary and Italy. Last but not the least, there are right-wing popu-
lists who are primarily seeking the votes of people living in rural areas 
with declining economic, demographic, and infrastructure conditions 
by promising better prospects and equal living conditions in these areas, 
as we have explained in more detail using the example of the AfD in 
Germany.

In this context of the debate on rural populism and “the revenge of the 
places that don’t matter” (Rodríguez-Pose 2018:189), it is clear that rural 
areas are often portrayed as structurally weak, declining areas without 
any prospects. The AfD also uses primarily this narrative, which is known 
in the German public media discourse as the story of the “left behind” 
rural areas (Deppisch 2021). Accordingly, rural areas are portrayed in a 
homogeneous manner, and are usually cast in a purely negative light. We 
have shown, however, that there is considerable structural diversity in the 
rural areas across Germany. In addition to the less well-positioned rural 
areas in northern and eastern Germany, there are also many prosper-
ous rural areas in southern Germany. This differentiation is important, 
because the stigmatization of rural areas could make them less attrac-
tive to businesses and individuals who might choose to locate there, and 
it could also reduce the chances of the implementation of potentially 
successful policies. For example, the Berlin scientist Reiner Klingholz 
demanded a demolition premium for those rural areas that could no 
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longer be saved (see, e.g., Wunder 2014). Such policy approaches could 
exacerbate the phenomenon of rural populism by apparently confirm-
ing the feeling of being “left behind” and of hopelessness, as well as the 
belief that people in rural areas lack prospects, and that politicians no 
longer care about them.

Moreover, we then took a closer look at the widespread claim that 
support for the AfD is particularly concentrated in rural areas. When 
answering this descriptive question, how rurality is understood is par-
ticularly relevant. When we looked at previous research on the success 
of the AfD in the election using structural data, it is striking that these 
studies used a relatively simplified definition of rurality that referred to 
either the population density or the density of craft enterprises. In this 
context, we proposed the application of a more differentiated definition 
of rurality when interpreting the location of the support for the AfD in 
the election. We relied on a typology of rural areas in which an area is 
considered more rural the lower the settlement density or the number 
of people in the catchment area is, the looser the housing development 
is, the more peripheral the area is, and the more the landscape is char-
acterized by forestry or agriculture.

By using an estimation on the basis of a GAM, we showed that in east-
ern Germany, the AfD is more popular in fairly rural areas than in very 
rural and non-rural areas. We also found that in western Germany, the 
level of support for the AfD is fairly high in rural areas as well as in non-
rural areas, and is lower in the very rural areas. Therefore, we rejected 
the hypothesis that the more rural a region is, the higher the AfD’s vote 
share in the election is per se. Our finding that right-wing populism is 
not an exclusively rural phenomenon is also in line with observations 
made in the international debate on rural populism. It is, for example, 
similar to arguments made about the Tea Party movement in the U.S. 
and the Vox party in Spain. However, the question of the localization of 
support for populism is important to ensure that policies are properly 
tailored spatially. For example, in the aftermath of the AfD’s electoral 
success in the 2017 national election, and against the background of 
the far-ranging discourse about rural areas being “left behind,” a new 
department for the homeland was established in the Federal Ministry of 
the Interior. At the beginning of the current legislative period, this min-
istry also initiated the Commission for Equal Living Conditions, which 
aims to improve social cohesion and equal living conditions, including 
in rural areas. Our results indicate that policies in this area should be 
directed not only at very rural areas of eastern Germany, but also at fairly 
rural areas of eastern and western Germany, as well as at non-rural areas. 
Thus, our results can contribute to the debate on rural populism and the 
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development of spatially differentiated policies, and help to ensure that 
the discourse of “left behind” right-wing populist rural areas does not 
overshadow policy development.

Of course, it should be emphasized that an analysis of the spatial con-
textual factors that are relevant for the success of the AfD that is based 
on structural data is not comprehensive if only rurality is considered. 
In order to determine comprehensively which spatial characteristics 
are associated with places with high levels of support for the AfD in the 
election, differentiated regression analyses that consider socioeconomic, 
demographic, and other factors in addition to rurality are necessary (as 
has been attempted by, e.g., Bergmann, Diermeier, and Niehues 2017; 
Diermeier 2020; Franz et al. 2018; Grözinger 2017; Kurtenbach 2019; 
Richter and Bösch 2017).

Furthermore, our approach is on a spatial level and thus cannot make 
any statements about individual voting behavior, but on spatial contex-
tual factors. An inference from statements on a spatial level to individual 
behavior is not permissible, and is called an ecological fallacy (Schoen 
2014; Winkler 2014). If, for example, a correlation is found in a spatial 
unit between a high AfD election result and a high average age, it must 
not be concluded directly that mainly elderly people vote for the AfD. 
From these results, we only know that where many older people live, 
an above-average AfD election result can be found. Therefore, analyses 
of AfD voting behavior based on individual data are also needed (see 
e.g., Arzheimer and Berning 2019; Berbuir, Lewandowsky, and Siri 2015; 
Kohlrausch 2018; Lengfeld 2017; Lux 2018; Schmitt-Beck, van Deth, and 
Staudt 2017; Schwarzboezl, and Fatke 2016). Overall, we think that both 
the analysis of spatial characteristics and individual voting behavior pro-
vide valuable insights for understanding the phenomenon of right-wing 
populism as a whole by complementing each other.

However, our core insight is that we showed that the operationaliza-
tion of rurality is crucial for the analysis of where the levels of support 
for the AfD are highest. Thus, with our analytical approach, we propose 
the specific operationalization of the factor of rurality in this research 
context. It is important to statistically examine whether the connections 
established in past structural data analyses based on a simplified under-
standing of rurality remain valid when a more complex definition of 
rurality is used. Therefore, for further studies, we suggest applying a 
more complex understanding of rurality, such as the typology we pro-
posed, to the topic of rural populism, as doing so will provide us with a 
more accurate and thorough picture of this phenomenon.
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