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1. Introduction 

The German federal elections of 24 September 2017 were the characterized by very substantial losses of 

the governing parties of the grand coalition, the return of the liberal FDP to the Bundestag and the entry 

of the right-wing populist Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) into the Bundestag. It was the first time 

since 1957 that a decidedly right-wing party won seats in the German parliament. This is not the only 

example of a ‘return to the 1950s’: As will be shown below, the Germany party system resembles now, 

in many of its structural features, the party system of the 1950s. As the painstakingly long process of 

government formation has shown, this has had severe consequences on the government formation 

capacity of the German party system. This contribution will first discuss the most important aspects of 

the election result and regional strongholds before it takes a long-term view on the changing German 

party system. It will conclude with a discussion of the wider implications of the changing party system 

for democratic party government in Germany. 

 

2. The Result 

All three parties of the governing grand coalition lost substantially. Given their substantial political 

differences, particularly over the issue of immigration, CDU and CSU can increasingly be regarded as 

two separate parties. Between them they lost 8.6 percentage points. When we look at the Bavarian result 

separately, the CSU fared even worse than its sister party CDU and lost 9.8 percentage points and reached 

only 44.2 per cent. As Bavarian Land elections are scheduled for autumn 2018, this means that the CSU, 

who is used to be governing alone in Bavaria, saw its dominant position severely threatened, and this had 

repercussions on the process of government formation. While the election result meant that CDU/CSU 

                                                           
* Text of the speech at the International Conference ““Which Germany after the Vote? Post-electoral Reflections on the 
Largest European Democracy”, Rome, February, 9th, 2018. 
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scored their worst election result after 1949, the SPD reached their worst result since 1949 (20.5 per cent). 

At the same time, four smaller parties won representation in the Bundestag. The FDP, which had lost all 

seats in the 2013 elections, was returned with a comfortable result of 10.7 per cent and the Left and the 

Greens won around 9 per cent of the popular vote (Figure 1).  Most significantly, the right-wing populist 

AfD continued its consolidation. After winning representation in 14 consecutive Land elections since 

2014, the party became the third largest party in the Bundestag with 12.6 per cent. As the party managed 

to attract many previous non-voters, turnout went up from 71.5 to 76.2 per cent.  

 

Figure1: Bundestag election results 2017* 

 

* Per cent 2nd vote; source:  Bundeswahlleiter 2017 

 

The result narrowed the possible coalition options considerably, because all established parties had 

excluded cooperation with the AfD. This meant that only a continuation of a subtantially reduced grand 

coalition or an innovative coalition combining CDU/CSU, FDP and Greens (the so-called Jamaica 

coalition) were numerically and politically feasible. After more than a month of exploratory talks of the 

potential Jamaica partners, the liberal FDP unilaterally ended the talks. As a consequence, the pressure 

on the Social Democrats grew to reconsider their position in that they would not be available for another 

grand coalition. After the federal president Frank-Walter Steinmeier had made it clear that he would not 

easily agree to early elections and the Christian Democrats had ruled out any minority government, the 

SPD finally entered exploratory talks and coalitions negotiations. This process was accompanied by 

substantial intraparty turmoil which finally led to the resignation of party chair and 2017 chancellor 
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candidate Martin Schulz. The grand coalition, which eventually assumed office on 14 March 2018 was, 

in any case, by no means ‘grand’ as it controls only a small overall majority of 34 seats. 

 

A closer look at the regional distribution of the vote 

reveals that Germany has (again) a party system that 

is significantly divided along the old ‘inner-German’ 

border. Figure 2 shows where CDU/CSU were the 

strongest party. This was the case everywhere in West 

Germany except for the small regional Social 

Democratic stronghold of the city state Bremen. This 

is a fairly familiar pattern. Politically consequential, 

however, was the fact that the AfD became the 

strongest party in the fairly affluent East German 

Land of Saxony, which led to the resignation of the 

governing CDU prime minister.  

Figure 2: Strongest party – 2nd vote 

Source: Bundeswahlleiter 2017 

 

It is far more interesting, at any rate, to focus on the 

second largest party as it is depicted in Figure 3. While 

the SPD came second everywhere in the West except in 

Bremen (where it was the strongest party), the right-wing 

AfD is the second party in East Germany. There are only 

two exceptions: Saxony, where the AfD came first, and 

Berlin, where the Linke occupies the second place. This 

means that throughout the former East Germany parties 

came second which are not easily integrated into a 

coalition at the federal level.  

Figure 3: Second party – 2nd vote 

Source: Bundeswahlleiter 2017 
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When we look at the ability of parties to win 

seats directly, the picture is one of Christian 

Democratic dominance (Figure 4). As a 

matter of fact, CDU and CSU benefit from 

the increasing fragmentation of the party 

system which makes it easier for the largest 

party to win the direct seats (Direktmandate) 

because they are awarded on the basis of a 

simple plurality rule. As they need to be 

compensated in order to safeguard the 

proportionality of the German electoral 

system, the number of seats in the Bundestag 

grew substantially. 

 

Figure 4: Direct seats – 2017 Bundestag 

elections 

Source: Bundeswahlleiter 2017 

 

3. The Changing German Party System 

The result of the 2017 Bundestag elections should, however, not be regarded as an earthquake election. 

On the contrary, the writing had been on the wall for some time (Niedermayer 2009; Poguntke 2014). In 

other words: The election outcome simply represents the continuation of a long-term trend that has been 

visible for a considerable number of years. To be sure, there are always fluctuations that are owed to 

political seasons and the performance of party leaders. Yet, if we focus on the development of the 

German party system since 1949, we can identify a clear development. After a relatively brief period of 

fragmentation in the immediate post-war period, the party system soon became dominated by CDU/CSU 

and SPD with the pivotal FDP holding the balance of power. The proverbial two-and-a-half party system 

reached it apex in the 1970s, when the so-called ‘Bonn parties’ controlled around 99 per cent of the vote 

– under conditions of very high turnouts (Smith 1982; Poguntke 2001). Soon after, erosion set in. The 

establishment of the Greens and, in the wake of German unification, of the post-Communist PDS which 

eventually transformed into the Left party, were the first strikes (Figure 5). This was accompanied by 

substantially growing vote shares of ‘other’ and protest parties (particularly in Land elections). The success 
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of the AfD marks the next step of a trend towards party system fragmentation. As Figure 6 clearly shows, 

the 2017 party system is more fragmented as in 1949. 

 

Figure 5: Bundestag elections since 1949 
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Figure 6: Party system fragmentation 

 

 

Increasing party system fragmentation is directly related to a parallel trend towards more volatility. This 

measures the aggregate change in the vote share of parties; research has shown that it is a reasonable 

indicator of individual voting behaviour. Hence, increasing volatility figures indicate growing propensity 

of voters to alter their voting decision. Figure 7 clearly shows that there has been a long-term and 

consistent growth of volatility in Germany. Contrary to conventional wisdom, however, it is not mainly 

caused by an allegedly fluid East German electorate. As a matter of fact, two decades after German 

unification, East German volatility largely resembles the West German figures.  
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Figure 7: Volatility in Germany: Land and federal elections 

 

4. Causes of Party System Change in Germany 

It is a truism that party system change is always caused by a combination of structural changes and 

political agency. Party systems evolve in response to social and societal change but they are also influenced 

by strategic decision of political elites – or even gross miscalculations concerning the political 

consequences of certain political choices. Let us first focus on structural trends in Europe which have 

had an impact on the evolution of party system change in Germany.  

First and foremost, party system stability is a product of the social anchorage of parties. The fact that the 

traditional cleavages have eroded over the past decades has enormously increased the number of voters 

who are potentially willing to switch between parties (Franklin 1992). Another way of look at this 

phenomenon is to measure the proportion of voters with a strong partisan identification. Again, we find 

a strong and largely consistent cross-national trend that indicates that party systems have lost their former 

stable anchorage (Dalton et al. 2002; Dalton/Wattenberg 2000). This has also been reflected by a very 

substantial decline of party membership in virtually all modern democracies (Biezen/Poguntke 2014; 

Biezen et al. 2012). All this did also affect the German party system, where elections became increasingly 

characterized by a growth of late deciders and increasing volatility (see, for example, Weßels et al. 2014) 

. 
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In addition to these general trends towards dealignment, modern party systems have experienced as 

seminal shift in the configuration of the dominant dimensions of political conflict. The labels have 

changed over time and along the prevalent political themes, but these competing – and often 

complementary – approaches all agree in that a new conflict dimension has been added to the traditional 

left-right conflict. Inglehart (1977) initially called this the materialist-postmaterialist dimension, which 

gave rise to the new family of Green parties (Poguntke 1987; Kitschelt 1988; Müller-Rommel 1989). Piero 

Ignazi (1992) soon drew attention to the fact there might be a counter-movement to the surge of 

postmaterialist politics emphasizing traditional values. Later Hooghe et al. (2002) called this axis GAL 

vs.TAN and Kriesi and collaborators (2008) demonstrated on the basis of a large cross-national study 

that globalization would give rise to an integration vs. demarcation cleavage that has a strong cultural 

component. The growing relevance of this second pole of this new conflict dimension led to the surge 

of right-wing populist parties (Mudde 2007). 

Again, Germany was not immune to these general trends. However, it was fairly well immunized against 

the success of a pronouncedly right-wing party because the experience of the Nazi era was still a powerful 

antidote against outspokenly right right-wing politics. The experience of the Nazi past and the existence 

of a Communist East Germany had led to a politics of centrality which left little room for radical 

experiments (Smith 1982). Yet, over time and, of course with unification, this mechanism began to 

weaken. First, the Left party firmly established itself in the German party system and after 2013 the right-

wing populist AfD followed suit.  

Its success was, however, not simply a result of the declining strength of the German aversion against 

right-wing politics. It was also the direct of consequence of a substantial representation deficit of the 

German party system on two important issues, namely the Euro crisis and the migration crisis. In both 

cases, all parties in the German Bundestag were largely united in support of the governing grand coalition. 

To be sure, the Left Party was critical of the grand coalition in the Euro crisis, but it was advocating 

more, not less support for those Euro countries which had run into financial difficulties. When the 

migration crisis hit German in 2015, the governing grand coalition was supported by all Bundestag parties. 

As a result, substantial parts of the population who were sceptical about the Euro rescue policies and, 

more importantly, about the policy of open borders in the refugee crisis had no representation in the 

Bundestag, and it was precisely this representation gap that was filled by the AfD.  

 

5. Conclusion: The Political Consequences  

There are clear structural reasons to expect that the AfD is here to stay. In addition to the underlying 

changes in modern societies that have been briefly discussed above, the generous funding of German 
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MPs and their parliamentary parties means that by the end of 2017 more than 800 people were working 

full-time for the AfD in the Bundestag and Land parliaments – in addition to 245 well-paid parliamentary 

deputies. This represents a powerful organizational resource that makes party survival relatively likely. 

On the other hand, the structural fluidity of the German electorate, possibly combined with political 

inability on part of the AfD, also means that survival is not certain.  

The aftermath of the German 2017 elections have already indicated a fundamental shift in the systemic 

properties of the German party system: It has largely lost its smooth government formation capacity. For 

a substantial part of the post-war period, elections in Germany were characterized by a competition 

between two potential governing alternatives. As a result, the institution of a chancellor candidate became 

a powerful element of German electoral politics and the political parties could not easily renege their 

pledged to support a certain chancellor and his or her party. These happy days seem to be over. The 

German party system has lost its quasi-plebiscitary function. Government formation is now the business 

of the political parties after the election, and both voters and parties have yet to come to terms with these 

new rules of the game. Parties may eventually decide to express several coalition preferences ahead of 

election day in order to structure competition somewhat better.  

In addition, there is a real possibility that the German party system increasingly drifts into a centrifugal 

pattern of competition, which will eventually strengthen the extremes (Sartori 1966). After all, both 

extremes are well established in the party system and, equally important, the CDU now occupies a 

position in the centre which tends to bloc government alternation. It is no accident that after two grand 

coalitions a new formula, the Jamaica coalition, was seriously tried. This would have led to Merkel 

governing with all Bundestag parties which are regarded to have coalition potential at the federal level. 

What is more, it indicates the breadth of a policy coalition in the current German Bundestag. 

Yet, the balance is by no means entirely negative. The German party system has, in the first instance, 

improved its representativeness which could have positive effects on the overall support for the 

democratic system. As mentioned above, increasing turnout is a clear signal that more voters felt attracted 

by the party political offer on election day. The representation of the AfD in the Bundestag might 

eventually lead to its moderation. In this case, the integration capability of parliamentary politics would 

have prevailed. However, this is by no means certain. The temptations for the AfD to mobilize radical 

dissent are clearly there, and they are likely to remain, given the broad policy consensus of all other 

Bundestag parties on issue that have helped the AfD to initially mobilize.  
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