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Keywords: A growing literature links contemporary far-right mobilization to the “legacies” of events in the distant past, but
Radical right often, the effects are small, and their estimates appear to rely on problematic assumptions. We re-analyse Haf-
Germany

fert’s (2022) study, a key example of this strand of research. Haffert claims that historical political oppression of
Catholics in Prussia moderates support for the radical right AfD party among Catholics in contemporary Ger-
many. While the argument itself has intellectual merit, we identify some severe limitations in the empirical
strategy. Retesting the study’s cross-level interaction hypothesis using more suitable multi-level data and a more
appropriate statistical model, we find a modest overall difference in AfD support between formerly Prussian and
non-Prussian territories. However, this difference is unrelated to individual Catholic religion or to the contextual
presence of Catholics. This contradicts the oppression hypothesis. Our study thus provides another counterpoint
to the claim that historical events have strong and long-lasting effects on contemporary support for the radical
right. We conclude that simpler explanations for variations in radical right support should be exhausted before
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resorting to history.

1. Introduction

An emerging literature uses quantitative methods to link regional
historical events to contemporary political developments and, in
particular, to far-right mobilization. Often, these studies focus on Ger-
many, whose traumatic history makes accounts of such persistence
particularly poignant. While intellectually stimulating, there are three
problems with this strand of research: the focus on long-term historical
explanations can distract from simpler explanations based on proximate
causes, the effects in question are usually very small, and their identi-
fication relies on strong and sometimes problematic methodological
assumptions (see, for example, Pepinsky et al., ‘s 2023 critique of
Homola et al., 2020 and Guinnane and Hofmann’s 2022 rejoinder to
Voigtlander and Voth, 2012 and Satyanath et al., 2017).

Perhaps the best example of these “legacy studies” is Haffert (2022),
who claims that political oppression of Catholics in the 19th century is
responsible for spatial disparities in support for the radical right AfD
party observed in 2017 in the western states of Germany. This contri-
bution is particularly interesting for two reasons: First, the religious
cleavage was central for the development of many European party

systems, but its relevance for the radical right party family is rarely
discussed. Second, it explicitly addresses the thorny question of which
vertical and horizontal transmission mechanisms could possibly link the
historical experience of a group to the behaviour of its current members.

However, Haffert’s study also suffers from some of the limitations
outlined above. While the article’s historical-theoretical premise is
innovative and the reconstruction of the purported causal link is more
elaborate than in most comparable contributions, the empirical evi-
dence provided to support it is ultimately not convincing. More specif-
ically, at the heart of the argument sits a cross-level interaction hypothesis
about the voting behaviour of individual Catholic voters in different
parts of Germany that is primarily tested with macro data. As we will
show, this approach does not adequately reflect the structure of the
theoretical argument and carries a serious risk of committing an
ecological fallacy.

Accordingly, results from a replication with more adequate data and
a statistical model that closely reflects the theoretical argument does not
support the main claims made in Haffert (2022). By using a large-scale
geo-referenced election survey to directly estimate the cross-level
interaction effect posited by Haffert, we find a modest overall
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difference in support for the radical right ‘Alternative for Germany’
(AfD) between formerly Prussian and other areas that is however un-
related to both individual religion and to the contextual presence of
Catholics. In other words, there is no empirical support for the notion
that contemporary Catholics’ behaviour towards the radical right can be
linked to their forebears’ political oppression 150 years ago.

2. The historical-oppression argument in a nutshell

The structure of the argument developed in Haffert (2022) closely
follows the template of an ideal sociological explanation championed by
Coleman.

1. Through political events at the macro level — the Congress of Vienna
(1814-15) and the founding of the Second German Empire (1870) —
a number of predominantly Catholic territories (most importantly
the Rhineland) came under the control of the Protestant Prussian
state. Catholics in these territories faced legal and political oppres-
sion by the authorities. In other predominantly Catholic areas that
remained under the control of Catholic governments (e.g., in Bava-
ria), there was no comparable persecution of Catholics (Haffert,
2022, 599).

2. At the meso level, Catholics within Prussia responded by forming a
dense network of political and other associations that was dominated
by lay persons. Outside Prussia, Catholic organizations were gener-
ally weaker, less political, and dominated by the clergy (Haffert,
2022, 599-600).

3. Still at the meso level, this politicised network or “milieu” persisted
throughout the Second Empire, the Weimar Republic, the “Third
Reich” and even the first decades of the Federal Republic. In some-
what diminished form, it prevails to the present day and retains
political norms that are inimical to radical right mobilization (vertical
transmission). These norms were and still are horizontally trans-
mitted to Catholics (Haffert, 2022, 600).

4. This implies a testable cross-level interaction: because these norms in
turn affect micro level (voting) behaviour, Catholics in formerly
Prussian areas should be less likely to vote for the AfD than Catholics
in other parts of West Germany. Put differently, the Prussian legacy of
an area, via a history of oppression and the politicisation of the Catholic
milieu, moderates the strength of the micro level relationship between
denomination and voting behaviour. In the following, we will focus on
this last element of the presumed causal chain, because it provides
the crucial link between past events and current political behaviour.

Before we turn to a discussion of the empirical strategy employed in
Haffert’s study in the next section, we would like to flag up two points in
the argument that are not fully elaborated. First, it is not entirely clear if
the cross-level interaction is confined to predominantly Catholic areas.
The article refers several times to regions that are “majority Catholic” (e.
g., Haffert, 2022, 596), but does not explicitly state this as a scope
condition or introduce a three-way interaction in its core model. Second,
Haffert (2022, 600) suggests in passing that the cross-level interaction
might also affect lapsed Catholics or non-Catholics. Again, there is no
further discussion and no attempt to model such a spill-over. In our
view, an effect that is not confined to Catholics would also defeat the
core theoretical argument, which highlights the transmission of norms
within a closed Catholic milieu. We will address both points in the dis-
cussion of our own model.

3. The problems with the empirical strategy employed in Haffert
(2022)

To test the macro-meso link, Haffert first regresses indicators of
Catholic mobilization on a measure of historical anti-Catholic oppres-
sion. He finds correlations that drop from 0.55 in 1913 to 0.36 in the
post-war period (Haffert, 2022, 607).
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For the contextually moderated link between denomination and
voting for the radical right, he then regresses the AfD’s 2017 vote share
in 8370 German incorporated municipalities (Gemeinden) on a set of
state fixed effects, a host of controls (e.g., unemployment and immi-
gration), the share of Catholics, a dummy for formerly Prussian terri-
tories, and an interaction between the latter two variables.! This
interaction is negative. More specifically, the share of Catholics is
negatively associated with the AfD result in formerly Prussian munici-
palities, whereas this association is positive in non-Prussian territories
(Haffert, 2022, 603-4).

The paper takes this finding — complemented by a second series of
aggregate analyses that zoom in on a former border region and an
analysis of micro data from the 2017 election study that we will discuss
below — as evidence that the cross-level interaction hypothesis holds, i.
e. that Catholics in some areas of western Germany are less inclined to
support the radical right than in others, because Catholics in these parts faced
oppression in the 19th century. However, the data and main model suffer
from serious limitations and hence cannot support this claim.

Our main criticism concerns the fact that the core model in Haffert
(2022) effectively amounts to a naive form of ecological regression, an
attempt to infer micro behaviour from aggregated (meso level) data,
whereas the central hypothesis posits an interaction between micro and
meso level variables and hence requires a full multilevel model that
combines micro data and contextual information.

Ecological inference, even if confined to bivariate micro-level re-
lationships, is riddled with problems that ultimately stem from the loss
of micro level information through aggregation. It relies on strong as-
sumptions and specific techniques to be valid (King et al., 2004). While
the main consequence — the danger of committing an ecological fallacy
— is mentioned briefly in the article, the problem itself is hardly dis-
cussed in the text nor addressed in the main analysis.”

The study’s choice of areal units exacerbates the problem. Aggregate
correlations are more likely to reflect micro level correlations when
units are uniformly small and homogeneous with respect to the cate-
gories of the purported independent variable, and when the micro level
relationship is constant across units (an assumption violated by differ-
ences between predominantly Catholic and other regions). In this re-
gard, German municipalities are not ideal even for purely descriptive
aggregate analyses. Because the regulation of local government is a
matter of state law, incorporated municipalities vary wildly across states
in numbers as well as in terms of average size and political power. Two
states alone (Rhineland-Palatinate and Schleswig-Holstein) collectively
account for 3403 (40%) of all West German municipalities, although

1 In a second series of models, replacing the dummy for Prussian territories
with the more specific but spatially coarser measure for oppression events leads
to broadly similar results, so we will focus on the former.

2 In a bid to hedge against the danger of committing an ecological fallacy,
Haffert presents (in Appendix C) an additional set of regressions estimated only
on those ~2500 (30% of the full sample) municipalities where Catholics make
up at least two thirds of the population. He finds that the Prussia effect is
somewhat stronger in this sub sample and takes this as additional evidence. We
cannot agree with this interpretation, because limiting the sample exacerbates
some of the problems outlined in the main text below without overcoming the
fundamental limitations of aggregate analysis. First, in the revised sample,
Rhineland-Palatinate now accounts for 34% of the cases (an increase from
27%), and an additional 49% are located in Bavaria. Conversely, the Catholic
population of North Rhine-Westphalia, which is larger than that of Bavaria in
absolute terms, is represented by just 3% of the cases. Even worse, important
and populous centres of political Catholicism in North Rhine-Westphalia such
as Bonn, Cologne, or Essen are excluded because they do not meet the 2/3
criterion. However, with a median number of 963 voters per municipality, there
is still a considerable danger of aggregation bias, and even in this highly se-
lective sub sample, most municipalities are not nearly homogeneous: the share
of Catholics at the ninth decile is 88%, so most municipalities are not very
informative with respect to the political behaviour of their Catholic denizens.
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Table 1

Regressions on AfD vote.

(€D] (2) County  (3) Electoral
Municipality District
AfD vote
Male 0.405%** 0.410%** 0.407%**
(0.0695) (0.0638) (0.0639)
Education: high —0.465%** —0.470%** —0.468%**
(0.0853) (0.0815) (0.0807)
30-60 0.153 0.152 0.151
(0.130) (0.139) (0.141)
60+ —0.301* —0.301* —-0.303
(0.145) (0.153) (0.155)
manual/service 0.426%** 0.430%** 0.432%%*
(0.0807) (0.0817) (0.0786)
Catholic —0.257 —0.342 —-0.275
(0.420) (0.428) (0.450)
Protestant —0.682* —0.857** —0.766*
(0.344) (0.320) (0.340)
Prussian —-0.327 —0.335 —0.307
(0.220) (0.238) (0.243)
Catholic x Prussian 0.438 0.689 0.513
(0.572) (0.582) (0.616)
Protestant x Prussian 0.225 0.355 0.165
(0.432) (0.448) (0.450)
% Catholics 0.00429 0.00507 0.00384
(0.00694) (0.00718) (0.00762)
Catholic x % Catholics 0.00283 0.00496 0.00262
(0.0100) (0.0100) (0.0103)
Protestant x % Catholics 0.0132 0.0184* 0.0152
(0.0103) (0.00927) (0.00971)
Prussian x % Catholics 0.000648 0.000146 0.000816
(0.00766) (0.00766) (0.00812)
Catholic x Prussian x % —0.0160 —0.0222 —0.0164
Catholics
(0.0139) (0.0143) (0.0144)
Protestant x Prussian x % —0.0115 —0.0154 —0.00906
Catholics
(0.0130) (0.0129) (0.0128)
% Unemployment 0.149%* 0.133* 0.121*
(0.0520) (0.0574) (0.0551)
% Marginal employment —0.0484 —0.109* —0.0812
(0.0495) (0.0529) (0.0614)
% Regular employment 0.00345 —0.0184 —0.0188
(0.0280) (0.0283) (0.0298)
Population (1,000s) 0.000141 0.0000878 0.000156
(0.000168) (0.000125)  (0.000192)
University town/city —-0.102 —0.0818 —0.102
(0.112) (0.0952) (0.106)
% Foreigners —0.00298 —0.00167 0.00693
(0.0105) (0.0122) (0.0127)
% 65+ 0.0366 0.0247 0.0504
(0.0254) (0.0339) (0.0328)
% Female —0.0780 —0.104 —0.162
(0.0682) (0.0681) (0.0875)
Close to border 0.340 0.319 0.427
(0.328) (0.344) (0.309)
Constant 0.890 3.841 5.845
(3.825) (3.923) (4.740)
Var. Constant 3.33e-33 2.26e-33 1.45e-33
(1.45e-32) (6.91e-33) (1.66e-33)
Observations 10,969 10,969 10,969
Clusters 699 274 214

Standard errors in parentheses.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

they are home to just 10% of the western population. Conversely, North
Rhine-Westphalia with a population of about 18 million people (26%),
has less than 400 incorporated municipalities (5%). The other states fall
somewhere along this spectrum. That makes municipalities a problem-
atic unit of analysis.

This is also evident in the vast differences in population sizes: while
the biggest western municipalities (Cologne, Hamburg, Munich) boast
populations that exceed one million, the smallest municipalities have
populations in the low double figures. To address this problem, Haffert
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weighs his data with the number of voters, but this strategy leads to
quite extreme weights. Smaller municipalities with fewer than 350
voters make up one quarter of the sample. They are weighed down by
factors between 0.32 and 0.03, although the loss of information through
aggregation is comparatively small here. Conversely, the quarter of
municipalities that have 3400 voters or more are given weights that are
at least ten times higher, namely in the range between 3.1 and 895 (sic!).

Worse still, most municipalities are heterogeneous with respect to
the focal variable. Catholics make up only 35% of the population in the
median municipality. Even at the upper quartile, their share is just 71%.
The vast majority of municipalities is therefore not even informative
regarding the simple relationship between being Catholic and voting for
the AfD, let alone the moderating effect a contextual variable might have
on this. Moreover, a proper test of the interaction hypothesis cannot be
confined to the Catholic segment of the population — a point that we will
elaborate in our discussion of our own model.

Aggregate correlations should therefore be treated with extreme
caution. They reflect a mixture of (1) Catholics’ individual behaviour,
(2) contextual effects of Catholicism, and (3) aggregation bias, whose
respective proportions are unknown. In line with these concerns, the
core finding of a positive macro level relationship between Catholicism and
voting AfD in the non-Prussian territories (Haffert, 2022, 604) does not
reflect the well-documented negative micro level relationship between church
membership and radical right voting in Germany and the wider West Eu-
ropean context (Marcinkiewicz and Dassonneville, 2022).

Fortunately, it is not necessary to rely on ecological inference to test
the cross-level hypothesis. In Haffert (2022, 610-11), there is a sup-
plementary micro level model based on data from the 2017 GLES elec-
tion survey. Regrettably, this analysis has some serious shortcomings,
too. Because of the limited sample size, it does not include state effects
and meso level control variables (not even the Catholic share of the
population), making it prone to omitted variable bias. Moreover, his-
torical oppression is measured at a different, considerably higher level of
aggregation, and a truncated propensity to vote variable is used as a
proxy for AfD voting, because too few AfD voters were sampled. Finally,
the estimation is restricted to Catholic respondents. This means that any
effects of living in formerly Prussian areas that affect non-Catholics and
are therefore incompatible with the core theoretical mechanism are
ruled out a priori. Hence, the validity of this analysis is severely limited.

As an alternative, we propose a fully specified multilevel model that
better reflects the core theoretical arguments and allows for a direct test
of the crucial cross-level interaction.

4. A multilevel model of religion and AfD voting in 2017

On our behalf, Infratest Dimap administered a CAWI survey three
months before the 2017 German election.® For this survey, a large (n =
25,479) quota sample of German nationals, stratified by gender, age,
education, and region, was drawn from a very large (n > 130,000) ac-
cess panel whose members had been recruited offline.

Because of Germany’s strict rules on data protection, geo-
information about respondents’ addresses had to be coarsened in low
population density areas to prevent any risk of identification. However,
we could still match 11,251 respondents to 702 of the municipalities in
Haffert’s dataset, amounting to 16 respondents per municipality on
average. This should give us adequate power to detect cross-level
interaction effects.

Although we have no respondents from many of the small and very
small municipalities in Germany, this is does not pose a serious problem,
because relatively few people live in self-governing hamlets, villages, or
small towns, and because we are ultimately interested in the behaviour

3 Replication data and scripts are available from the first author’s dataverse
at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/507J3S or directly as supplementary data
from the web version of this article.
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of voters, not municipalities.* As the definition and size of municipalities
varies so much across states, the impact of excluding small municipal-
ities on the representation of rural voters is relatively limited,” and we
have little reason to assume that it biases our results.®

Because the core argument posits a cross-level moderating effect of
historical oppression on AfD voting, we specify a logistic multilevel
model that mirrors this argument as closely as possible (see Table 1).
Our binary dependent variable is the intention to vote for the AfD in the
2017 election. The share of self-declared AfD voters was 7.7%, some-
what below the eventual result in the western states.

Since multilevel models do not automatically take care of hetero-
scedasticity (Hazlett and Wainstein, 2022), we employ cluster-robust
standard errors throughout. For the most direct comparison with Haf-
fert’s core model, we treat voters as nested within municipalities (col-
umn 1 in Table 1). To address the concerns regarding the suitability of
municipalities, we also repeat this analysis using two higher-level ge-
ographies: counties (column 2) have comparable political structures and
powers throughout the nation but still vary considerably in terms of size
and population. Electoral districts (column 3) have no political powers
of their own but are required by law to have populations of a broadly
similar size. By extending the analysis to the county and electoral district
level,” we maximise the chance of finding evidence for a cross-level
interaction and safeguard against the modifiable areal unit problem
(MAUP).

To capture historical legacies, we use the dummy variable for
formerly Prussian territories, which has stronger and more consistent
effects across all models than the alternative measure and is available in
higher spatial resolution (Haffert, 2022, 601). We measure religion at
the micro level by including a dummy variable for Catholic respondents.
An interaction term between both variables provides a direct test for the
cross-level interaction hypothesis.

To better reflect Germany’s religious heterogeneity, and because the
core argument is essentially about the difference between Catholics and
other groups, we include a second dummy variable for members of the
federation of mainstream Protestant churches (EKD) that we also
interact with the Prussia variable, while any other respondents form the
reference group.®

4 Roughly 4700 cases (some of which would have been embargoed) are
dropped from the models because of missing values. About 4300 cases, or just
under 20% of the full western sample, have full information but need to be
excluded purely because of data protection rules. In the appendix, we present
an additional robustness test which shows that using these cases in the models
for the higher-level geometries does not substantially change the results.

5> Employing the classification developed by the Federal Institute for Research
on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development (BBSR), which is defined at
the county level and thus can be applied to all respondents, we find that roughly
80 per cent of all persons in the full sample are located in urban or suburban
counties, while the remaining 20 per cent live in rural areas. Excluding re-
spondents from the smallest municipalities and with missing values reduces the
share of rural voters to 10 per cent.

6 Following Haffert, our models include a number of contextual controls that
should pick up structural effects of rurality (e.g. presence of higher education
institutions, migration, and location near border). We also control for the most
important individual predictors (age, gender, education) associated with de-
mographic differences between urban and rural areas. Finally, we also re-ran
model 2 (which does not require exact geolocation) on the full sample (see
the appendix for the associated supplemental tables and figures). The results are
virtually identical to those reported here. We are therefore confident that our
results do not suffer from selection bias.

7 For the higher-level geographies, we calculate all contextual variables as the
population-weighted average of the municipal-level data provided in the
replication archive for Haffert (2022).

8 The models presented in Haffert (2022) do not include this second inter-
action and hence effectively constrain the Prussia effect on non-Catholics to
zero. Therefore, they do not provide a balanced test for the
historical-oppression argument.
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Because Haffert’s contribution (sometimes) distinguishes between
predominantly and non-predominantly Catholic areas within and
outside former Prussia and to mirror his aggregate model, we also
include the share of Catholics and interact this variable with the Prussia
variable, too. We also include interactions between the share of Catho-
lics and the individual dummy variables that measure religion, because
the behaviour of the members of a social group is often conditional on
majority/minority status.’ Finally, as a safeguard against potential bias
(Brambor et al., 2006), we include the two three-way interactions be-
tween the Prussia indicator, the Catholic/Protestant dummies, and the
share of Catholics.'®

At the contextual level, we include fixed state effects (omitted from
the main table to conserve space but documented in the appendix,
Table A.1) and all other controls from the main model in Haffert (2022,
603). At the micro level, we follow Haffert’s supplementary micro model
in including controls for age, gender and education. We replace his
control for household income (not included in our data) with a dummy
for manual and routine service occupations. '’

Table 1 presents the estimates for the three variants of the model.'?
Measuring the contextual variables at higher levels of aggregation yields
results broadly similar to those for measurements at the municipal level
and thus does not alter the general conclusions drawn from the models:
The unemployment rate has a strong positive effect, while all other
controls at the context level have no significant effects (except for share
of marginal employment on the county level).

The effects for the control variables at the micro level closely
resemble previous findings in the literature. Being male and being
employed in a manual or routine service job has a strong positive effect
on the likelihood of an AfD vote, whereas higher levels of formal edu-
cation are associated with a comparable negative effect. The average
marginal effect for each of the variables amounts to a difference of about
three percentage points (e.g., 10% for respondents in the manual/
routine service sector vs 6.8% for all others). The (less pronounced)
effect of higher age is also in line with previous research, but is only
significant when voters are treated as clustered in municipalities or
counties.

Because of the interactions and the non-linearity of the model, we
plot predictive margins to assess the interplay of religion and Prussian
legacies (see Fig. 1). The three panels correspond to scenarios where the

9 We refrain from including the share of Protestants in the model, because
there is a moderate-to-strong negative correlation with the share of Catholics.
10 Heisig and Schaeffer (2019) suggest including random slopes for the
lower-level variables in a cross-level interaction. However, due to limited
random variation between municipalities after introducing the random inter-
cept, fixed state effects, and the municipality-level controls, we could not
achieve convergence when estimating random slopes for the Protestant and
Catholic dummies. Omitting random slopes increases the likelihood of detecting
evidence favouring the legacies hypothesis, as the recommendation’s aim is to
make tests for cross-level interactions more conservative (Heisig and Schaeffer,
2019, 267).

1 Household income is also prone to item non-response. In Haffert’s micro
analysis, more than 20% of the respondents are excluded because they had
missing values for income.

12 Multi-level models can be presented in a stepwise fashion, adding first the
micro-level variables, then the contextual levels, and finally any (cross-level)
interactions or other complications. While this practice is generally useful, we
opted for only presenting the full model for three reasons. First, to safeguard
against the MAUP, Table 1 already shows three variants of the full model.
Second, our theoretical and empirical focus is precisely on the cross-level in-
teractions between individual religion and living in formerly Prussian terri-
tories, whereas the other variables (whose effects are well-documented in the
literature) chiefly act as controls. Third, these interactions need to be assessed
graphically because of the non-linearities involved, and coefficients are not
comparable across specifications with and without interactions. Readers who
are interested in estimates for simpler, intermediate models can easily repro-
duce these making use of the replication materials.
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Fig. 2. Average marginal effects for voting AfD.

share of Catholics is at the lower quartile (21%), the median (33%), and
the upper quartile (52%), respectively. Within each panel, we distin-
guish between (1) Catholics, Protestants, and other respondents, who
are (2) living in formerly Prussian/non-Prussian territories.

A first result is that overall, differences between denominational
groups amount to 2-3 percentage points at most, even though we do not
control for any attitudes. Religion in itself is not a very strong predictor
of radical right voting.

Turning to the cross-level interaction, the estimated levels of AfD
support amongst Catholics are indeed somewhat lower in former Prus-
sian territories than in non-Prussian across all three scenarios. However,
as Fig. 2 reveals, this difference between Catholics in Prussian and non-
Prussian areas is only significant within municipalities/counties/elec-
toral districts where the Catholic share of the population is very high. In
the other scenarios, the confidence interval includes the null value.
Hence, even when the cross-level interaction is tested on more
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appropriate contextual levels, the proposed effect is only visible in some
rather exceptional13 cases.

Moreover, this effect, which varies only marginally with the Catho-
lics’ population share, is by no means confined to Catholics. Across all
three scenarios, the size of the gap is virtually identical for Protestants
and “other” respondents and becomes significant for Protestants under
the 33% scenario (and the 52% scenario in the county level model) and
for “others” under the 21% scenario. This is incompatible with both the
core mechanism and the secondary idea of a large Catholic milieu so
influential that it even affects the behaviour of non-Catholics.

A Wald test confirms that one cannot reject the null hypothesis of all
interactions being jointly zero. If anything, our results therefore show a
modest, yet at 2.2 percentage points potentially politically relevant,
effect of living in formerly Prussian territories that is not confined to any
religious group and works independent of the presence of Catholics.

5. Discussion

Haffert (2022) is the strongest of several recent articles that seek to
link contemporary radical right mobilization to the persistent effects of
past events (see e.g. Homola et al., 2020; Voigtlander/Voth, 2012). It
specifies plausible mechanisms for the vertical and horizontal trans-
mission of electoral norms (even if there are some ambiguities) and
closely follows the template of an ideal multi-level sociological
explanation.

But unfortunately, even in this contribution the empirical strategy
does not do justice to the structure of the theoretical argument and can
therefore not provide valid estimates for the political behaviour of
Catholics and other religious groups in contemporary Germany. Using a
better suited, well-powered dataset and a fully specified multilevel
model, we find evidence of a modest difference in AfD support between
formerly Prussian and non-Prussian territories. This effect is, however,
not confined to Catholics and hence incompatible with the historical-
oppression argument.

This leads to the question of what might explain the differences be-
tween formerly Prussian and other territories. One possible explanation
lies in the Prussian reform movement that preceded the suppression
events described in Haffert (2022) by some sixty years. Following its
humiliating defeat in the Napoleonic wars, Prussia embarked on an
ambitious program to modernise not just its army but also its whole state
apparatus. Within a decade, Prussia built a relatively modern education
system, ended serfdom, introduced economic reforms and gave full
citizen rights to its Jewish population. It is at least conceivable that a
legacy of effective institutions and liberalism from above still curbs the
demand for radical right politics.

Events that took place about 45 years after the “Kulturkampf” could
also be responsible for the differences observed today: During the Wei-
mar period, Prussia was a haven of (relative) democratic stability. As a
federal state, it managed to democratise its security apparatus. Prussia
was even able to integrate the very structures of political Catholicism
described in Haffert (2022) into its ruling coalition (Schulze and Dwyer,
2001).

Both (very rudimentary) historical explanations are compatible with

13 For reasons of data confidentiality, we have to remove respondents from
small and very small municipalities (see note 4). This does hardly affect the
municipalities’ median share of Catholics (33% vs 35%), but reduces its vari-
ation because extremely high or low shares of Catholics are almost exclusively
observed in small towns and villages. Once more, this illustrates that because of
the somewhat arbitrary definition of municipalities, their properties do not
represent the properties of the west German population very well. While 75% of
the municipalities have populations where the share of Catholics is lower than
52%, 75% of our respondents live in municipalities where the share of Catholics
in the population is 41% or less. Therefore, the 52% scenario is rather extreme,
as it reflects the surroundings of just 12% of our respondents.
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the small but significant contemporary difference in AfD support that we
observe between formerly Prussian territories and other regions in
western Germany, and so may be many others. In our view, this illus-
trates a more general point. Radical right voting is, in a sense, over-
determined, with several plausible mechanisms leading to the same
result (see also Arzheimer and Bernemann 2023). Amongst these, his-
torical accounts, especially when they imply long arcs, exert a certain
intellectual fascination. But such explanations also rely on strong as-
sumptions, are often impossible to disentangle from alternative and
equally plausible narratives, and usually explain, as in this case, rela-
tively little variance. We therefore believe that scholars of the radical
right should first exhaust the simpler and more proximate causes of
right-wing support before turning to history, if at all.
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