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Abstract
This article deals with some of the fundamental aspects of Germany’s soft power.
[1] The author sets out to examine the activities of German political foundations
and the emergence of the youngest one among them, i.e. the right-wing Desiderius
Erasmus Foundation (DES – Desiderius-Erasmus-Stiftung) which has close ties to
the Alternative for Germany (AfD – Alternative für Deutschland) party. The main
point of this article is the need to elaborate future strategies of interaction with the
Desiderius Erasmus Foundation and define possible risks of the influence that the
foundation’s activities may exert on Russian politics.
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Main body
Political foundations form an important component of soft power in German
politics. Each party that has a faction in the country’s parliament (Bundestag) is
entitled to pursue political activities and engage in socio-political education. This
is actually the way soft politics is done. The participation of the foundations in
Germany’s domestic politics has to be differentiated from public education
projects implemented in other countries. In Germany, there are seven partyaffiliated “think-tanks” which do the analytics and make suggestions for
subsequent discussions in the appropriate party and faction. This is how political
agenda is directly shaped: from political action through initiative to draft law. The
foundations form the basis of the corresponding parties’ political agendas. [2]
The Desiderius Erasmus Foundation is the youngest political foundation in
Germany; its activities align with the ideology of the right-wing populist party
Alternative for Germany. The foundation acts as a de jure and de facto independent
organization based on the principles of openness and self-governance in
accordance with the Statute.
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The Chair of the foundation’s board is Erika Steinbach, a former member of the
Bundestag for the Christian-Democratic Party. In 2017 she retired from her
position and left the party due to disagreement with Chancellor Angela Merkel’s
policies toward refugees as well as other acute political differences.
The affiliation of the DES with the AfD party was officially confirmed at a party
congress in Augsburg in the summer of 2018. [3]
The foundation attracts new supporters and potential voters for the AfD by
working towards a positive public perception of the party and spreading the rightwin populist ideology through various projects, notably discussion platforms
dedicated to Germany’s current domestic policy agenda. During these events the
participants talk about fully legitimate matters such as culture and education,
which enables the organizers to convey the acceptability of right-wing ideas to
wide audiences. All this means that the foundation is an ideological superstructure
on top of the AfD party.
It is noteworthy that the AfD strongly opposes the “old” parties and defines itself
as an anti-system party. In its election program of 2016, the AfD presented its view
of the party foundations affiliated with its political rivals as anti-constitutional
organizations, stating that those are funded by way of taxpayer-sponsored
governmental subsidies which are allocated to them on the annual basis directly
from the federal budget [4] and which recently amounted to almost 600 million
euros; this is three times the funding of the parties themselves. [5]
From the subsidies that they receive, the foundations are able to sponsor political
education, promote scholarly research and award grants and scholarships. At
present, the budget subsidizes the Konrad Adenauer Foundation (Christian
Democratic Union), Friedrich Ebert Foundation (Social Democratic Party of
Germany), Friedrich Naumann Foundation (Free Democratic Party), Hans Seidel
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Foundation (Christian Social Union), Heinrich Böll Foundation (Die Grünen / The
Greens), and Rosa Luxemburg Foundation (Die Linke / Left Party). [6]
The AfD used to adhere to this stance; however, after the party received over 5 per
cent of votes in the 2017 Bundestag elections, the party leadership deemed it
possible to have a like-minded public organization at hand. Prior to that, the AfD
aimed at the final abolition of party foundations altogether. Nonetheless, now it is
willing to benefit from an additional institutional support of its ideas. The party
insists that the “equality of arms” principle has to be observed until the “old”
parties give up this tool of influence. [7]
After the AfD’s comeback to the Bundestag that is expected to take place in 2021,
the DES will be entitled to obtain legitimate funding in proportion to the number of
votes cast for the party, just like the party foundations of the Greens and the Left
Party.
The mission of the DES also bears mentioning; it goes as follows:
We strive to promote democratic governance and contribute to civic education.
1. It is our aim to foster clarity and transparency by means of civic education:
according to Hannah Arendt, power becomes dangerous exactly where the public
ends.
2. Promoting democratic governance also implies that we should resort to the Basic
Law which refers to voting as another source (i.e. along with elections) of state
authority and judicial power.
3. Research initiatives as well as scholarly education for talented young men and
women. International approach, mutual understanding between peoples, tolerance
in all domains of culture and thought based on mutual understanding between
peoples. [8]
It seems very appropriate to study the ideological and political focus of the DES as
well as decipher and decode its metamessage to both the public and Russian
diplomatic experts and analysts in order to understand the DES’s key stances as
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well as possible cooperation with the foundation in the context of overall
relationships between Russia and Germany.
In the DES’ newsletter # 01 we can read what follows: “In the long-term prospect,
political education will have a deeper and stronger impact on the shaping of public
opinion than any electoral campaign or any campaign promotion”. [9]
As part of its projects implemented in Germany, the DES offers trainings in
“public speaking and debating, using social media, working with mass media”;
thus, new highly skilled members can be recruited into the AfD. [10]
Initially the DES, unlike other party foundations, didn’t have any plans to operate
at the international level. The primary goal of the AfD and DES was to develop
close ties with each other. [11]
However, the DES’s website lists five domains of the foundation’s activities:
create an educational center and a political academy, render political consultations,
provide financial support and, among others, develop international projects.
It has to be noted that the federal budget expenses for the international offices of
the Bundestag party foundations, with the exception of the DES which was
founded in 2017, made up about 2.5 billion euros between the years 2010 and
2021. [12]
Cooperation between the civil societies of Russia and Germany plays an important
role in the development of relationships between the two countries. [13]
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In this connection I would like to draw the attention of Russian political experts to
the fact that the AfD’s political ideology differs substantially from Russia’s own
political course. A central theme in the AfD’s historical policy is the call to put an
end to the German cult of guilt. [14]
Conclusion
The fact that past events are being viewed in the DES’s projects through the prism
of historical revisionism makes us think seriously about elaborating a well-defined
and detailed strategy of dealing with it, preferably before a first office of the DES
opens up in Russia.
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