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On the 23rd of February 2025, the German Federal Election will take place. Politicians are 

taking every opportunity to convince voters that they are the best representatives of their 

interests. According to polling data, right wing parties are set to attain a majority vote from 

social groups that traditionally align their support with other partiesi. This has the potential to 

lead to Germany experiencing the biggest swing towards the right since 1935ii. What is 

particularly striking is the engineering of right-wing parties to move their messaging to 

specifically target the “little man” or ordinary working peopleiii. Right wing political parties such 

as the Alternative for Deutschland (AfD) and the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) have 

strategically framed themselves as representatives of the working and middle class, even when 

their policies largely benefit wealthier citizens. Similarly, in the UK this strategy was even more 

prominent amidst the 2024 election campaign. With politicians within the Conservative Party 

and Labour Party publicising their backgrounds and class status to present themselves as the 

more responsible party, capable of running the countryiv. This shift is significant not only in 

shaping election outcomes but also in reinforcing political inequality. Right-wing parties use 

class-based rhetoric to attract working-class support while implementing policies that 

disproportionately benefit the wealthy, leading to deeper political disparities. 

 

A persistent question for those considering who to lend their vote to is; who will best represent 

my interests? The German solution to quantifying this has been the development of digital 

programmes such as Wahl-Swiper and Wahl-O-Mat. These programmes register your positions 

on issues ranging from migration regulation to sources of oil or power production. They then 

proceed to compare your answers to those submitted by the candidates. This produces a handy 

percentage response, clearly visualising the percentage of agreement between your own 

position and the political party. Due to the popularity of this tool, others have copied similar 

frameworks attempting to combat voter apathy and low turnout through simplifying accessing 

resources for those attempting to figure out how their personal ideology aligns with political 

party politicsv.  

 

This paints a nice picture of engaged voters, able to spend time and utilising tools to figure out 

the complex messaging of political parties. However, this is often a false reality. There are 

systemic barriers that prevent these tools from fully addressing political inequality. The time 

and resources that citizens can devote to political research differs depending on their lifestyle. 



Someone working multiple jobs, with caring responsibilities or who has not been exposed to 

political information before may find it disproportionately more difficult to engage with political 

resourcesvi. This can create an increasingly difficult system to navigate when deciding who is 

the best candidate to represent your interests. Often this can result in voters deciding to 

support whoever is shouting the loudest. You may consider yourself an ordinary middle class 

German citizen, someone who has felt the economic squeeze of the economy stagnating and 

feels they have been ignored by mainstream political parties. If you hear certain political parties 

adequately acknowledging your hardships and promising to act in your best interest, then it is 

no surprise that you may feel more closely aligned with that party.  

 

Political inequality does not merely influence electoral outcomes; it also affects policymaking, 

deepens economic disparities, and reduces trust in democratic institutions. As right-wing 

parties appeal to working-class voters while enacting policies that primarily benefit elites, this 

contradiction raises fundamental concerns about the future of political representation in 

Germany. 

 

The Strategy of Claiming Representation 

How Political Parties Shape Their Messaging 

Political parties have utilised the complexity of the political system to expand their rhetoric and 

false claims of class representation to broaden their voter base, particularly among the working 

and middle class. This "little man" strategy, implemented by parties such as the AfD and CDU, 

has been an effective mechanism for increasing support in social groups where they previously 

lacked influencevii. Promoting themselves as part of a social group or the only political party 

who could adequately represent the interests of the middle classviii.  

For voters trying to determine which party truly represents them, aggressive political marketing 

and contradictory claims by politicians make the decision challenging. Party leaders often claim 

that their policies benefit broad socio-economic groups, but post-election decisions frequently 

contradict these promises. For example, both the CDU and AfD promote policies that protect 

asset-rich individuals while reducing social welfare benefits, despite claiming to support the 

working and middle classix. 

This phenomenon is not exclusive to Germany. In the United Kingdom, the Conservative Party 

has similarly directed its messaging towards working-class voters while enacting policies that 

favour the wealthy. Figure 1 demonstrates occurrences of class-based focus within the party 

program or manifesto. This rise in class-based rhetoric coincides with growing economic 



insecurity. However, this does not translate into substantive policy benefits for lower-income 

groups, raising questions about the sincerity of these political appeals. 

 
Figure 1 demonstrates how often the three selected parties mention working class or middle 

class. The primary sources were official party manifestos and election programs from 2017, 

2021, and 2025 (for CDU and AfD) and from 2017, 2019, and 2024 (for the UK Conservative 

Party). The keywords selected were Mittelstand (middle class), Mittelshicht (middle class), 

Mittlere Einkommen (middle income), Arbeiter (worker or working class), and Untere 

Einkommen (lower income), chosen to reflect direct class-based appeals. A systematic content 

analysis was performed using keyword frequency counting within official party programme PDF 

texts and manifesto materials. Quantitively tracked the frequency of class-related terms, with 

the aim of measuring how often parties mentioned representing the interests of the middle or 

working class across several election cycles.  

 

Descriptive vs. Substantive Representation: The Politics of Perception 

While data shows that class-based rhetoric is increasing, how do we explain this phenomenon 

in theoretical terms? Pitkin’s concept of representation provides a useful framework for 

understanding the gap between political messaging and actual policy outcomes. Political 

theorist Hanna Pitkin differentiates between descriptive representation—where politicians 

physically or socially resemble those they represent—and substantive representation, which 

refers to actual advocacy for a group's interestsx. Pitkin boiled the two concepts down very 

simply to; descriptive representation meaning “standing for”xi  versus substantive 

representation as “acting for”xii. Descriptive representation entails politicians sharing 

demographic traits or experiences with their constituents. Whereas substantive representation 



politicians advocating for policies that truly benefit their constituents. While politicians like 

Merz and Weidel claim to "stand for" the middle class descriptively, their policy positions 

suggest they fail to "act for" them substantivelyxiii. 

 CDU leader Friedrich Merz, for example, publicly identifies as "upper middle class," despite 

having an annual salary exceeding one million eurosxiv. Similarly, Alice Weidel of the AfD, a 

former investment banker with a PhD, portrays herself as a champion of Germany’s struggling 

middle classxv. Their voting records and policy positions, however, suggest a strong preference 

for protecting wealth and reducing social benefits rather than advocating for the socio-

economic groups they claim to represent.  

 

Who would you trust to best represent your interests? A politician who may have grown up 

with the same experiences as you? Someone who claims to understand your experience.  

The German Bundestag is not representative of their own population, those who have attained 

a low or middling level of education are hugely underrepresentedxvi. Studies completed by Lea 

Elsässer et al have found that those from upper social classes disproportionately impact policy 

outcomexvii. This means for most German citizens who don’t fit into the upper social classes, 

locating a politician who is capable and willing to substantively represent them is vital. 

 

Political Leaders: Champions of the People or Protectors of the Elite? 

Friedrich Merz (CDU): Claims to represent middle-class values, yet his background in investment 

banking and million-euro salary suggest otherwise. His policy focus includes reducing social 

welfare benefits and opposing a wealth taxxviii. 

Alice Weidel (AfD): Positions herself as an advocate for the middle class, by discussing the 

“suffering” of the German middle class caused by the mainstream parties' actionsxix. Weidel has 

publicly warned of the "bankruptcy" of the middle class while advocating tax cuts that primarily 

benefit high-income earnersxx.  

Kemi Badenoch (UK Conservative Party): Uses rhetoric focused on opportunity and self-reliance 

while opposing progressive identity politics and advocating for strict immigration controlsxxi. 

Her background in finance and privileged upbringing contrast with the working-class image she 

projectsxxii.  

 

 



How Politicians Exploit Discontent  

Income inequality has increased in Germany, with the richest 10% owning 56% of total 

wealthxxiii. Economic concerns such as taxation, industry investment, and welfare expenditure 

are crucial in the current political landscape. 

Despite this, politicians’ claims of representation often obscure policies that favour the wealthy. 

This discrepancy leads to lower political trust and engagement, as voters feel misled by parties 

that promise support but fail to deliver substantive benefits.  

 

The Role of Economic Inequality and Political Trust 

How Income Inequality Affects Political Preferences  

The CDU and AfD capitalize on voter frustration with mainstream parties, positioning 

themselves as champions of ‘ordinary people’ against political elitesxxiv. However, their policy 

proposals—such as CDU’s plan to abolish citizens’ allowance and reject a wealth tax—suggest 

their commitments to social equity are questionablexxv.  

Political inequality is further entrenched when voters support parties that do not substantively 

represent their interests. Economic hardship often leads voters to seek simple, emotionally 

charged solutions, making them more susceptible to rhetorical appeals rather than policy 

scrutinyxxvi. This reinforces existing power structures where elites maintain control while 

securing votes from disenfranchised groups.  

 

Voting Behaviour and Political Trends 

Growing Support for Right-Wing Parties Among Workers 

Despite their policies favouring the wealthy, the AfD has gained increasing support among 

workers and trade union members. The 2021 federal elections showed a shift in worker support 

from traditionally left-wing parties (such as the SPD) to the CDU and AfDxxvii.  



 
Figure 2 demonstrates the “Voting behaviour in the Federal Election on 26th of September 

2021 by employment/activity”xxviii. Figure 2 is based on voting behaviour statistics from ARD 

and Statista, which track voter turnout and preferences by employment status. The sample 

includes voters categorized by employment type (e.g., blue-collar workers, white-collar 

employees, public sector workers, and self-employed individuals).  

 

Traditionally, blue-collar and industrial workers supported the SPD due to its historical ties to 

trade unions and labour protectionsxxix. However, the data shows a significant drop in SPD’s 

support, indicating disillusionment with mainstream left-wing policies. The AfD has gained a 

notable share of worker votes, particularly in industries affected by economic stagnation and 

globalization. While CDU’s rhetoric suggests an increased focus on the middle class, the party’s 

actual voter base remains strong among white-collar professionals and business owners, 

reinforcing the argument that its policies favour economic elites. The realignment of worker 

votes toward CDU and AfD suggests a growing disconnect between economic interests and 

voting behaviour. Right-wing rhetoric effectively mobilizes economic grievances, even when 

policy outcomes do not favour lower-income voters. The AfD has successfully marketed itself as 

the party of ordinary people, despite policies that disproportionately favour the wealthy. They 

offer change through their antiestablishment position. This paradox reflects a broader trend in 

European politics, where populist rhetoric often conceals elite-driven economic agendas. 

 



Why it is working? 

Mainstream parties’ failure to address economic concerns: As economic disparities grow; 

disillusioned voters turn to alternative parties that claim to address their struggles.  

Many voters feel ignored by traditional political figures, making populist messaging more 

appealing. Recent election data from the European Parliament and varying state elections, 

demonstrates a surge in popularity amongst workers for the AfD, this can be seen in Figure 3xxx. 

A visible shift in worker support towards CDU and AfD indicates growing disenchantment with 

mainstream parties like SPD. This aligns with research on economic voting behaviour—where 

voters support parties that appear to address economic grievances, even if their policies 

contradict working-class interests. 

 

 

Figure 3 depicts vote share by different occupationxxxi. Figure 3 is derived from federal election 

exit polls, tracking vote share by occupation rather than just employment status. The sample 

includes votes from manual labourers, service workers, small business owners, and 

unemployed voters. A comparative approach was used to evaluate which occupational groups 

favour right-wing parties. The figure highlights unexpected trends; such as AfD’s success among 



service-sector workers and the unemployed, groups traditionally aligned with left-wing policies. 

Despite advocating for tax cuts favouring high earners and reductions in social benefits, the AfD 

has gained traction among economically vulnerable groups. This can be explained by the SPD, 

traditionally associated with social safety nets and worker protections, losing support from 

unemployed voters, suggesting a failure to address economic anxieties effectively. 

 

Beyond the Rhetoric: How Political Inequality Shapes Germany’s Future 

Friedrich Merz (CDU): States concern for struggling citizens but supports eliminating key 

welfare benefits. Merz proposed lowering corporate taxes and simplifying the tax system. To 

achieve this some social service funding may need to be cutxxxii. The CDU manifesto mentions 

“abolishing” the citizen's allowancexxxiii. The manifesto also calls to reject a wealth tax. The 

contradictory planning in investment and spending cuts from the manifesto are geared towards 

ensuring wealth inequality grows. Whilst there are issues with the citizens allowance, it serves 

5.5 million people to be kept out of poverty in Germany. Only 0.27% of whom are calculated as 

“total refusers” of workxxxiv.  Merz has also been quoted saying “many people in this country are 

up to their necks in debt”, if so, why not support a sufficient welfare policy to provide 

protection against such vast inequalityxxxv?  

 

Alice Weidel (AfD): Claims to support the middle class but advocates tax cuts that weaken social 

safety netsxxxvi. According to a Federal Government secure income report, money partially 

raised through taxation supports the continuation of welfare programs that prevent the 

appearance of absolute poverty as opposed to relative poverty in Germanyxxxvii. (Generally 

speaking) There is no absolute poverty in Germany today according to the Federal Government, 

the basic means tested ‘safety net’ prevents this absolute povertyxxxviii. The AfD have 

consistently advocated against a minimum wage and supports reducing welfare benefitsxxxix. If 

the findings of the ’secure income’ report are to be believed, then such actions could 

significantly erode the quality of life of lower-income groups.  

 

The ZEW Leibniz Centre for European Economic Research indicated that AfD and CDU policies 

disproportionately benefit the wealthy and exacerbate income inequalityxl. This can have a 

detrimental effect on engagement and trust in the German political system. Cutting welfare 

programs and unemployment benefits significantly increases economic uncertainty for lower-

income citizens. The likely outcome of this is a deepening of structural inequalityxli.  

 



The Political Reality Behind Class-Based Messaging 

While political rhetoric is an essential tool for mobilizing voters, it is crucial to analyse policy 

actions rather than campaign promises. The CDU and AfD strategically position themselves as 

representatives of the middle and working class, but their economic policies suggest otherwise. 

Voters should critically assess whether politicians act in their best interests or merely claim to 

do so for electoral gain. 

As voters navigate these political messages, critical scrutiny of both rhetoric and policy is 

essential. The upcoming Bundestag election offers a pivotal moment to demand not just 

representation in words, but action in policies that genuinely reflect the needs of the people.  
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