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Position Paper of the Art History Students' Con-
gress (KSK) Against Right-Wing Populism and
Extremism

Dear representatives, faculty, and staff of art historical and visual studies departments and
research institutions in German-speaking countries,

In light of current societal and political developments, we, the student representatives of art
history and visual studies in the German-speaking region, wish to make a clear statement.
Since the election of the 21st German Bundestag, which took place during the 106th KSK* in
Heidelberg, we consider it essential to take a firm stand against right-wing populism? and
right-wing extremism.3 With this statement, we are sending a resolute message in support of
tolerance, diversity, and a democratic society where hatred and discrimination have no place.
As representatives of art historical and visual studies institutions, we urge you to join us in
upholding these values.

We observe with great concern the increasing spread of right-wing to far-right tendencies
within the EU and worldwide. Current developments reveal an urgent need for action: In re-
cent years, right-wing populist and far-right forces have gained strength in the German-
speaking region, and their ideologies are receiving growing support.* In Germany, the far-right
party Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD) has become the second-strongest force at the federal
level and, since the federal election on February 23, 2025, has at times achieved the highest
poll ratings among national parties.®> In Austria and Switzerland, right-wing populist parties
such as the Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs (FPO) and the Schweizerische Volkspartei (SVP)
also threaten the stability of our democratic value systems.® Meanwhile, established parties
have increasingly aligned their political positions, decisions, and actions with right-wing pop-
ulist stances in recent years, willingly adopting content and narratives from the right-wing
populist spectrum.’ In doing so, they ignore scientifically supported findings that show that
adopting right-wing populist content generally does not strengthen the parties that decide to
embrace it. Instead, it further consolidates right-wing populist and far-right movements them-
selves.®

This effect is particularly evident in the adoption of dehumanizing rhetoric regarding the tight-
ening of asylum policies. Specific examples in Germany include the joint vote by the CDU, CSU,
FDP, BSW, and AfD on the unconstitutional "Zustrombegrenzungsgesetz" (Migration Limitation
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Act)® and xenophobic migration laws, which marked the formal end of the so-called
"Brandmauer" (firewall) in the German Bundestag.'® With this vote, the aforementioned par-
ties supported inhumane policies in the areas of asylum and migration, which contributed to
the AfD's increased popularity and secured it 20.8% of the vote in the last federal election.!!
Furthermore, following their electoral victory with 28.5 percent of the vote, in response to
mass demonstrations by hundreds of thousands against right-wing populism and extremism
after the breakdown of political norms in late January, the CDU/CSU parliamentary group sub-
mitted a "Kleine Anfrage" (minor inquiry) to the federal government. Titled "Political
Neutrality of State-Funded Organizations,"*? this document calls into question state funding
for NGOs such as "Omas gegen Rechts" (Grandmothers Against the Right). Many view this as
an attempt to restrict democratic civil society engagement and suppress protest.'3

Since then, the CDU/CSU group has continued to uphold the restrictive asylum and migration
policies it promoted during the election campaign.! It has failed to implement necessary re-
forms that could reduce social inequality and counter right-wing populist tendencies.> For
example, as announced in its election program for the last federal election, the group has
focused on measures that pressure welfare recipients and asylum seekers, threatening them
with cuts or reductions to social benefits such as "Biirgergeld" (citizen’s allowance).® This ap-
proach is also reflected in the current coalition agreement of the new government.” However,
members and representatives of the SPD and the BUNDNIS 90/DIE GRUNEN (Alliance 90/The
Greens) also supported laws and measures in the previous legislative period that curtailed the
rights of refugees and immigrants.*® Through this populist policy and insufficient political will
to combat social inequality, they too have contributed to fueling hatred against people with
migrant backgrounds. This behavior has worsened the situation for refugees in Germany and
has shifted political discourse further to the right. As a result, parties on the right-wing to far-
right spectrum have gained more support for their misanthropic positions and achieved better
electoral results.

In the context of these events, we must note that there is still no unified support among the
members of the Bundestag outside the AfD for the initiation of proceedings to ban the party,
even though the German domestic intelligence services (BfV) have already provisionally clas-
sified the AfD as a "confirmed right-wing extremist effort" in early May 2025 and despite the
fact that the AfD’s regional associations in Thuringia, Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt, and Brandenburg
have already been confirmed as far-right extremist.® This situation poses a serious challenge
for advocates of an open and democratic society and simultaneously raises concerns within
the art-historical discourse.

In times when democratic principles are under pressure, art historical and academic institu-
tions bear a special historical responsibility. In the past, such institutions played a significant
role in the ideological justification and dissemination of National Socialist art policies.?° Nazi
art policy aimed for complete control over the art and cultural sectors.?! Historically, interven-
tions in free art and scholarship were central political tools for fascist appropriation of society.
Control over cultural and academic institutions served to solidify ideological narratives and
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silence critical voices that expressed themselves through free art and academic work. Similar
attempts to suppress progressive and critical research are now re-emerging in connection with
right-wing populist narratives and strategies.??

However, it remains a task of art history and visual studies to examine critically, fight actively
against, and overcome structurally the classist, racist, colonialist, antisemitic?3, anti-Islamic,
anti-queer, ableist, sexist, and misogynistic continuities in the arts and art historical scholar-
ship. It is crucial to confront their persistence and to actively challenge problematic content
through critical research. As the KSK, we position ourselves within the tradition of critical-
progressive art history and visual studies, which since the 1960s has exposed and critically
examined the intersections between National Socialism and the discipline of art history. This
development was also decisively advanced by Martin Warnke in connection with his leader-
ship of the section “Das Kunstwerk zwischen Wissenschaft und Weltanschauung” (Art History
between Science and Worldview) at the Art Historians' Conference (then “Kunsthistorikertag”,
today “Deutscher Kongress fiir Kunstgeschichte”) in 1970 and in his subsequent publication.?*

Art historical institutions are places of cultural engagement and critical reflection. They play
an essential role in preserving and defending pluralistic values. They fulfill a societal educa-
tional mandate by contributing to the promotion of diversity and critical thinking. Precisely
because they stand for freedom of expression and academic independence, they become tar-
gets of authoritarian and right-wing populist forces, which is a development with historical
precedent. The AfD's attacks on gender and postcolonial studies also affect art history and
visual studies, as the fields in question are not isolated academic disciplines but concrete in-
terdisciplinary research perspectives targeted by right-wing populist currents.? The demands
of right-wing populist parties to abolish or restrict gender studies not only affect this field but
threaten the research practices, funding, and existence of other interdisciplinary and progres-
sive fields in the social sciences, humanities, and cultural studies. Right-wing populist actors
reject the existence of research in the fields they attack because it challenges their ideological
principles, critically examines past or existing power structures, and questions established ide-
ological narratives.

Since many of the affected institutes depend on state support, third-party funding, and suffi-
cient demand for their programs of study, attacks by right-wing populist and extremist
endeavors specifically target the structural foundations of the criticized institutions. Such ac-
tions endanger academic independence and restrict the diversity of academic perspectives.
They undermine the freedom of research and teaching and thereby target an important
means of critically engaging with societal developments. The current situation at US universi-
ties definitively demonstrates how quickly right-wing populist education policies can restrict
academic freedom and destabilize the entire education system.?® These developments serve
as a warning for the German-speaking world, where, for example, the AfD is already pursuing
concrete ideological plans?’ for more restrictive education policies, and the Union parties are
pushing back against gender-inclusive language, although the state is obligated to promote
respect and tolerance rather than suppress inclusive forms of language.?®



Under these conditions, the future of our discipline is far from secure. As emerging art histo-
rians, we rely on the solidarity of mid-level academics, faculty and administrative staff in art
history and visual studies institutions to ensure that our current and future research remains
free and socially critical. There is an urgent need for us to unite across academic hierarchies
and mount a collective response to these dangerous political developments.

To prevent right-wing populist and extremist tendencies from taking root in teaching and art
historical practice, we call on art history and visual studies institutions to immediately develop,
plan and implement clear and effective strategies. Now, these institutions must individually
and in solidarity with other affected organizations, create innovative approaches to promote
and sustain an open, reflective, and inclusive academic culture. To this end, we propose the
following key principles, recommendations and demands:

e As students, we demand resistance to right-wing populist pressure and a renewed
commitment to diversity and the engagement with sociopolitical issues in academia.
We call for feminist, anti-racist, decolonial, and queer perspectives not to be aban-
doned but strengthened. The goal is not to uphold the status quo but to continuously
and critically examine our discipline and university structures. In particular, the domi-
nant narratives of "autonomous" or even "apolitical art," as well as the denial of the
existence of right-wing art and cultural policy, must be critically scrutinized. The cur-
rent threat to research posed by right-wing parties demonstrates that such narratives
offer no sustainable protection against right-wing appropriation. We must not ignore
their propagation. Instead, we must confront them with determined critical research.

e In cases where employees make right-wing extremist statements, institutions cannot
turn a blind eye. When academic staff use their institutional platform to spread inhu-
mane ideologies, the institution shares responsibility for ensuring that such views are
not given a stage.

e Combating right-wing tendencies in academia also means making studies more acces-
sible and supportive for students affected by sexism, racism, classism, ableism,
gueerphobia, antisemitism, islamophobia, or other forms of group-focused hostility.
This requires targeted measures to prevent discriminatory behavior. Self-reflection and
moral courage are required to stand in solidarity with those affected and to speak out
against discriminatory and transgressive behavior. This is especially important when
such behavior comes not from students, but from instructors.

e Furthermore, it is crucial to train faculty and students to critically assess and respond
knowledgeably to right-wing statements in academic settings. A reflective and fact-
based culture of discussion strengthens academic engagement with extremist posi-
tions. Students and art historians should also actively participate in political debates,
particularly when right-wing populist protagonists attack commemorative culture. Us-
ing publicly impactful research and precise historical analysis, they can help counter
revisionist narratives and defend the societal relevance of art historical research.



e Art history institutions with the capacity to organize educational events, discussion fo-
rums, and exhibitions should develop appropriate concepts to support diversity and
tolerance in the spirit of democratic ideals. Equally important is the critical examina-
tion of (institutional) National Socialist history and the promotion of educational and
remembrance work.

e Advocating for international collaboration and supporting collaborative research pro-
jects and forms of protest are essential for building a network against right-wing
populist tendencies and promoting academic approaches to addressing them.

e Students can actively contribute to efforts to combat right-wing populism. Their in-
volvement and support in democratic alliances should be recognized and encouraged.
Through engagement in student representative bodies, student parliaments, faculty
councils, and initiatives like TVStud (student workers' union movement), students en-
gage, often unpaid, in university political processes to foster an open and diverse
academic environment. The participation of students and staff in democratic pro-
cesses, both within and beyond the university, is of great importance in creating a
vibrant and resilient academic culture in the arts. Examples include joint participation
in protests, involvement in democratic organizations, the support of petitions, and en-
gagement in political discourse and decision-making.

e Public and internal statements from institutional members that clearly oppose right-
wing populist ideologies have become necessary in these times and contribute to the
strengthening of democratic values.?’ While we are aware of the precarious conditions
in academia, they must not serve as an excuse for failing to take a stand against right-
wing extremism and populism. The current challenges can only be overcome through
collective and strategic action.

It is the responsibility of all emerging and established art historians to critically oppose un-
democratic political developments and to advocate for the preservation of democratic values.
We extend our gratitude to everyone who is already dedicating themselves to this important
task or who will do so in the future. Together, we are committed to ensuring that art history
in the German-speaking world and beyond promotes an open, just, and solidarity-based soci-
etal orientation, and we firmly stand against discrimination, intolerance, and right-wing
extremism.

"Never again" is now.
It is time to act.

The Art History Students' Congress (KSK)
On behalf of the students of art history and visual studies in the German-speaking region
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